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Summary: After surviving the horrors of the Middle Passage from the African continent to USA soil through the trespassos in Cuba, 53 Mendi Africans revolted and took ownership of the vessel they were being transported on, La Amistad. A few months later, on August 26th, 1839, while trading for basic goods, a US navy ship off the coast of Long Island intercepted them and towed both ship and the enslaved Africans. The Spaniards whose lives had been spared for the sole purpose of returning them to Africa enjoyed the privilege of Spanish interpreting and receptive ideological interlocutors during the first court hearing. The opposite was true for the Africans who did not understand and speak any Spanish or English. Having being charged with murder and piracy in the pro-slavery state of Connecticut, they desperately needed legal assistance. Christian Abolitionists present at this hearing recognized immediately that these Africans had been illegally obtained as the result of transatlantic trade activities. From this moment on, Christian Abolitionists made it their unique goal to find a suitable Mendi court interpreter as the key factor of their defense strategy. For the upcoming 40 days, they employed their resources, time and intimate network to find an interpreter. Based on the proslavery historical and conservative theo-ideological colonial background, the recruitment process unfolded a particular set of qualifications and requirements for the ideal Mendi interpreter.  
Within the realm of interpreting historicity and qualitative studies, using a multidisciplinary methodological framework and combining postcolonial and ideological filters, together with a hermeneutics of suspicion, this research represents my first attempt at uncovering this unique recruitment process that culminated in a successful search. Early October of 1839 two Mende interpreters, James Covey and Charles Pratt, were found. This study, thus, seeks to place at the center of a very well-known and documented historical event in USA history the search and recruitment process of a court interpreter in order to challenge the USA nineteenth century institution of slavery. 
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I. Introduction 
There is always a story to tell.  
Back in 2011, while translating a website page for the United Church of Christ I 
again read the story of The Amistad. Yet, this time my viewpoint was different. I was 
working full time as a staff court interpreter in the state of New Jersey, USA and my 
perspective was colored by this work experience. This time I knew that the court 
interpreter had his own story to tell. Immediately I wrote to my esteemed friend and 
colleague Mariela Fernández-Sánchez, an interpreter historiographer of the Cold War. My 
communication was intended to motivate her to pursue research on the subject. Instead, 
perceiving my enthusiasm, she bounced it back at me, thus the genesis of this research 
project.  
Sometimes research choses us. Given my existing interests in anti-colonial 
struggles, translation and interpreting matters, the elimination of racism, and liberation 
theology, the judicial interpreting issues in The Amistad Case magnetically pulled me. The 
support received from Fernández-Sánchez was essential during this early decisive period. 
She encouraged me to take my research to the IATIS 2012 conference in Belfast, Ireland. 
With a chosen research topic, I just needed an online-graduate research TIS program 
towards a PhD. It was precisely at IATIS that I learned of the online program at Universitat 
Jaume I (UJI), Castellón de la Plana, Spain, through María Jesús Blasco-Mayor.  
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Movie director Steven Spielberg, in 1997, took to the screen an elaborated version 
of the story that I was translating, Amistad.1 This was the plot that grabbed my research 
attention. Briefly, enslaved Africans revolted soon after The Amistad schooner left Cuban 
shores taking control of the vessel. Tempted to kill all Spanish captives, they left two alive 
ordering them to sail towards Africa. However, they did not follow suit. Instead they 
zigzagged along the US coast until they were all discovered by US naval authorities on 
August 26th, 1839. The Spaniards were freed, the Africans incarcerated. Christian 
Abolitionists, Republicans at the time, sensed that they were not ladinos as the Spaniards 
claimed in violation of transatlantic slavery laws.   
In order to prove said hypothesis, a court interpreter who could communicate the 
story of the Africans from their native tongue was essential; otherwise, death in the 
gallows awaited them back in Cuba where the Spaniards claimed they were from. Now, 
upon their arrival at the New London dock in Connecticut, USA, the Africans experienced 
disease, desperation, anger, and frustration, all worsened due to the linguistic reality at the 
time. As many historians have noted, what they needed the most was someone who could 
communicate their story, “a [court] interpreter was just as badly needed as the doctor had 
been” (Kromer 1997: 40). With great stamina and determination, two British-Mendi2 
sailors, James Covey and Charles Pratt, who assisted the lawyers in learning details of 
what they already suspected, were finally found. Of these two, this research project will 
concentrate more on James Covey who was selected as the primary interpreter to remain in 
                                                          
1Although fiction and reality produced the movie, the movie rekindled the journey of the Amistad captives for US audiences. The movie portrays that main plot. However, the role of the interpreter does not reflect ideal performance and professional standards. 
2 Both spellings are accepted “Mende”—a more modern spelling—and “Mendi”—the one most commonly used in the enclosed data analyzed (Lawrence: 36). Both will be utilized interchangeably. 
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USA territory. In a letter addressed to counsel Baldwin from Rev. Tappan, on October 12th, 
1839, a few weeks after the interpreters had been located, he instructed Baldwin of the 
following: “James Covey is [an] interpreter. The other young African can return to the 
Brig” (The Baldwin Family Papers).3 Without Covey, the Christian Abolitionists would 
have never won the trials, freed the Mendi Africans or returned them to their motherland. 
Neither the captives would have been able to assist in their own defense, nor communicate 
with their forced environment.  
With all the publicity enjoyed by this story, and the historical archives at The 
Amistad Center, I was confident that I would find ample materials to support my initial 
research. In addition, since 1839, when the Mendi Africans were forced into USA jails, 
their situation was the cause of numerous plays, poems, murals, documentaries and books, 
even an opera Amistad composed by Anthony Davis in 1997. When I began researching on 
James Covey and the court interpreters in The Amistad Case, I did not find much 
information about him, the other interpreters in the case, or on court interpreting during 
that period. Around that time, I was able to converse with Benjamin N. Lawrence who had 
recently published the article “La Amistad’s ‘Interpreter’ Reinterpreted: James ‘Kaweli’ 
Covey’s Distressed Atlantic Childhood and the Production of Knowledge about 
Nineteenth-Century Sierra Leone.” From his sociological perspective, Lawrence was also 
interested in the life of this interpreter. He explains,  
I am interested in using Covey’s life to rethink what we know about the production of knowledge in the trial of La Amistad. Let us imagine for a moment what might have occurred without a Mende translator. Without a 
                                                          
3 A label for identification purposes will be placed after content of letter cited, whether from the American Missionary Association (AMA) or The Baldwin Family Papers. Please refer to the bibliographical section for further letter details. 
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translator, the story of Cinque and the others would have remained unknown, and their attorneys would have been unable to advance the argument that they were originally from Africa (4).4 
He also agreed that Covey played an essential role in this entire event (Lawrence: 3).  
This precise reality of encountering more questions than answers to my inquiries 
pulled me towards archives and primary sources. Not finding much on the subject was not 
surprising, but not totally unexpected. As Mikkelson points out, many court officers and 
members of the public hope to see interpreters fade into the background (Mikkelson 2008: 
84). Lawrence remarks that most Amistad scholars dedicate just a few paragraphs on the 
life, contribution and background of James Covey (2). Given the ephemeral orality of our 
profession and the issues of ‘invisibility’, history has a difficult time recording us, and The 
Amistad proved no exception.  
But what is a ‘court interpreter’? According to González, Mikkelson and Vázquez, 
the profession juggles different definitions. Legal interpreting refers to any interpreting 
performed within the legal setting, whether a courtroom or attorney-client interviews, 
which become subdivided into quasi-judicial—known as extra-judicial—and judicial 
interpreting—most commonly known as court interpreting (González et al. 2012: 95). 
Covey was desperately needed for both judicial interpreting—on the record—and quasi-
judicial interpreting—off the record. With lack of legislation regulating the requirements of 
court interpreters in the judiciary, and without companies or professionals offering these 
services, finding a Mendi interpreter like Covey was very challenging. It does not mean 
                                                          
4Electronic copy available at: http://ssrn.com/abstract=1918445 
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that interpreting services in judicial proceedings were not available back then. As 
discussed by González et al: 
Language services have historically, although not systematically, been provided for LEP participants in the criminal justice system when deemed necessary by the trial judge.  From the earliest records in U.S. legal history, cases have been heard involving interpreters or the services they rendered (Amory v. Fellowes, 1809; In re Norberg, 1808; Meyer v. Foster, 1862) (2012, 4). 
In the Amistad Case, this hardship increased due to the political implications of assuring 
freedom and rights for enslaved Africans under a wide canopy of pro-slavery sentiments.  
Some of my original propelling questions involved learning: what did the official 
court record reflect about court interpreting during colonial times; was there any court 
interpreting protocol back then: what was the professional background of the court 
interpreter(s) in this case; and what was Covey’s life like before being found at the docks. 
However, I did not anticipate how the initial recruitment process itself for a court 
interpreter would produce such rich findings. 
Prompted to primary sources in search for answers, mainly handwritten nineteenth 
century letters, I accessed three primary data archives: The Baldwin Family Papers lodged 
at the Yale University Library, the American Missionary Association Archives housed at 
The Amistad Center, more specifically, the Sierra Leone Reels, and the electronic data base 
“Slavery and Anti-Slavery: a Transnational Archive” developed by the Amistad Center.  
Reading through the first Sierra Leone reel—the first methodological tool I used—I 
realized that the search itself for the court interpreter revealed some important and peculiar 
elements of this selection process. The hurried letters written by the Abolitionists, their 
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radical theology, the activation of their network, the opposition they faced, the life-and-
death impact as a result of not having a court interpreter, and the job qualifications 
provided valuable information about a search for an interpreter rooted in a highly charged 
political context. Hence, this Trabajo final de Máster (TFM), the Final Writing Project in 
partial fulfillment of my Master’s degree at the UJI, aims at making a first attempt in the 
exploration of the recruitment process until James Covey, the main interpreter in the 
Amistad Case, was found. The TFM will be followed by a PhD Thesis where some of the 
issues drafted here will be expounded and further topics of interest will be discussed.  
This current project is composed of five (5) sections: Introduction, Chapter I on the 
Historical Background, Chapter II on Methodologies, Chapter III on the Data Analysis and 
the Conclusion.  
Succinctly, following the Introduction, Chapter I develops a longer narrative of the 
story from the perspective of interpretation, takes a closer look at the Christian 
Abolitionists and their theo-political approach towards challenging the institution of 
slavery in securing a court interpreter for the Mende Africans. In my opinion, methodology 
is decided based on the historical context of the research theme, therefore, the chapter on 
history precedes that on methodology. A future written expansion of this project will 
require a broader historical background on the institution of slavery nationally and 
internationally, as well as a closer look at the US politics of the time in the slavery divide 
of North and South.  
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Chapter II is devoted to the explanation of the working methods underlying the 
project. I decided that my research would yield better results with a choice of a 
multidisciplinary approach in response to the many historical layers that characterize the 
Amistad period. Suggestive by the historical context, a postcolonial framework combined 
with a theological hermeneutics of suspicion and reinforced with an ideological framework 
seemed to provide the best trinitarian methodology.  
Chapter III compiles data gathering and analysis. This section was divided into 
three subsections: “Brief Background on Court Interpreting in the USA,” “Two Strategies, 
One Goal: in search for a Mendi Court Interpreter,” and “Interpreters Found: ‘Covey and 
Pratt of Brig Buzzard.’” The first one covers some of the differences between cases 
litigated in federal and state courts, plus enumerates the most common languages for which 
certification testing has been developed in the USA. The second subsection is dedicated to 
the analysis of the assigned qualifications and requirements for the ideal court interpreter 
for The Amistad Case found in the letters. And the last section, describes briefly the 
information available about James Covey, analyzes the descriptions of the fruitful 
encounter between the interpreters and the Mendi Africans and related narratives, and also 
reflects on some implications regarding the chosen court interpreter. The closing section 
attempts to draw conclusions, elucidate research findings and establish future steps. 
It seems worth mentioning that the Amistad historians quoted many of the letters 
locus of this research to extract historical data. My lens as a court interpreter, nonetheless, 
drew out different conjectures shared in this present project.  
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As title, I conjured three possibilities: “The role of a court interpreter in a liberation 
struggle in the Amistad Case,” “The search for a Mendi-court interpreter in the Amistad 
Case in order to challenge the institution of slavery,” and “How did interpreting services, 
or the lack thereof, aid and abet the institution of slavery or assisted in dismantling it in the 
Amistad Case.” For this portion of the research, I have selected the second version. While 
elements of the third title are briefly investigated herein, the implications of the 
unavailability or availability of court interpreters for the LEP parties in the Amistad Case, 
this research paper focuses on the specifics and overall characteristics of the search 
process. As the research unfolds, it becomes apparent how access to court interpreting 
assisted both ends of the proslavery and antislavery continuum. At the beginning of the 
story those with availability to Spanish-English interpreting in court proceedings, the slave 
keeper Spaniards, benefitted from having their stories told. At the same time, lack of 
availability of a Mendi interpreter also assisted the proslavery ideology. As the search for 
the Mendi interpreter took hold providing the Africans with a voice to tell their stories, the 
scales of justice tilted in their favor, challenging the institution of slavery.  
But as I say this represents the first part of a larger commitment. With the hopes to 
continue towards earning my PhD in the field of Interpreting and Translation Studies, I 
will delve further into this research. Upcoming chapters will go deeper into some of the 
issues already discussed here and will tackle new research questions on: the person of 
James Covey before, during and after the Amistad Case; his role as recorded in official 
judicial documents; ethical and professional standards implications of his role and impact 
in court interpreting today; a comparison on the interpretation quality of the three main 
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interpreters for the Mendi Africans during the Amistad case—John Ferry, Charles Pratt and 
James Covey; and the depiction of the court interpreter in the Amistad Case in a myriad of 
artistic productions. 
In a nutshell, this current research project seeks: (i) to contribute to the world 
historicity of interpreting, particularly, court interpreting, and of the Amistad history; (ii) to 
further the discussion on the connection between social justice and court interpreting; (iii) 
to inspire people in positions of privilege to take and lead others towards ethical and moral 
actions; (iv) to suggest a different road to biblical hermeneutics; and (v) to continue the 
dialogue on the ethical code and professional standards for court interpreting. Furthermore, 
I desire to be inspired and transformed by researching, writing and sharing this story with 
readers. It is also my desire that readers feel touched and moved by the unfolding stories of 
my research on La Amistad.  
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I. Transatlantic trade, Ideology and Christianity: the broader context of The Amistad Case  A. The Unfriendly Voyage—from Africa to the Caribbean 
In June 1839, off Cuban shores, forty-nine African slaves5 revolted on the ship that 
transported them. They ordered the Spaniards whose lives were spared, José Ruiz and 
Pedro Montez,6 to sail in the direction of the ‘rising sun’ back to their homeland, Sierra 
Leone, West Africa. According to the mischievous plan designed by the Spanish captives, 
they intended to land elsewhere except on the African continent or hoped to be intercepted 
by authorities who would sympathize with their enslaving interests.  
But the journey of the Mende speaking Africans had begun many moons earlier. 
Born and raised in the African continent, they were kidnapped from their lands as a result 
of internal disputes, unpaid debts or collusion between European-profitable slave trading 
practices and African nationals internalized oppression customs. Regarding this situation 
Iyunolu Folayan Osagie, a Sierra Leonesse historian describes:  
The captive’s stories were often similar. Many had been kidnapped, overpowered by several African slave catchers, while on a journey to their farms, on a trip to another village to buy goods, or while running some simple errand in the vicinity of home...Throughout most of the 18th century, and increasingly in the early and mid-nineteenth century, both intertribal and intratribal wars in Africa were incited by the high demand for slavers in the West (2000, 2). 
The international human trade, always an immoral enterprise, had been abolished during 
the earlier part of that century by England (1807), the United States of America (1811), 
                                                          
5  Actually, there were a total of fifty-three slaves, of whom four were girls. 
6  In the nineteenth century literature, his name was spelled with a ‘z’: in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries literature his spelling appears as ‘Montes.’ To date, I have not been able to confirm the accurate spelling of this name.  
14  
Spain (1813) and Portugal (1815). Nevertheless, covert slave trading activities were 
conducted by citizens of all of the above nations, even after it had been legally abolished in 
their countries. 
 It was on board a transatlantic Portuguese slave vessel, the Tecora, that the Mende 
Africans began their ‘Middle Passage’ from the Lomboko Harbor in April 1839. Those 
who survived the brutal voyage and the ships who escaped detection by the Joint 
Commission between England and Spain, enforcing the new international law, were able to 
arrive at their determined port. This was the case with the Tecora vessel anchoring in 
Cuban waters months after sailing from African waters. Once in Havana, after some two 
weeks the Mende Africans were sold again.  
As part of this transaction, and in order for them to be moved within Cuban 
territory, the new slave owners needed to obtain trespassos or passports for their slaves 
that stated a brief physical description and indicated their newly given ‘Spanish’ names. 
These travelling official documents were obtained illegally by bribing Cuban authorities, 
allowing these slaves to be considered ladinos:  
Spanish law referred to those slaves who had lived on the island long enough to be Spanish subject and to speak the Spanish language as ladinos. Blacks brought illegally unto the island as slaves were bosales,7 for they have never been domiciled and where unable to speak Spanish (Jones 1987: 21).  On the one hand, selling and purchasing Spanish speaking ladinos was not 
considered illegal within the confines of the colonies at that time. On the other hand, 
monetary transfers of bosales, whose main language was of African nature, were 
                                                          
7 Historical accounts and writings of the nineteenth and twentieth century spell this word with an ‘s’, however the RAE official spelling appears to be with a ‘z.’ 
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condoned. With trespassos in hand, the Mendi Africans were forced unto another vessel 
whose name would later serve as the title of the judicial case, locus of this research, ‘The 
Amistad.’  
The new slave owners chartered the ‘La Amistad’ schooner to transfer ‘the Blacks’ 
(AMA FI 4599) from the Western part of Cuba, Havana, to an Eastern port, Puerto 
Príncipe. Originally this kind of trip lasted between two to three days, except that Nature 
had a different plan. Strong winds and high waves extended the trip to more than a week, 
thus challenging the food and water supply.  
Concern grew among the Mendi Africans that their bodies would be served to the 
crew as meal once the food supply ran out, after this was suggested in a jest by cook 
Celestino, “a twenty-six-year old mulatto from Puerto Rico” (Rediker 2012: 65). On the 
face of a real fear of death coupled with the atrocities of the Middle Passage, different 
forms of resistance manifested aboard enslaving ships in the form of “creative resistance 
from those being transported, from hunger strikes to suicide to outright insurrection” 
(Rediker 2007: 7). The message received through signing and gestures by Sengbe—who 
later would be known as Cinque, Cingue or Cinqué, and who rose as the natural leader of 
the captives—elicited an example of this type of resistance as enslaved people fought for 
their lives in the hopes to return to their homeland. Upon knowing of the cannibalistic 
future, Sengbe devised a plan to unlock the immobilizing manacles (see picture on next 
page) of the slaves and succeeded in taking command of the ship along with other of his 
compatriots. Osagie elaborates: 
Although the captive’s bondage onboard La Amistad was, relatively speaking, less horrendous than their Middle Passage trip from Africa to the 
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Americas on the Tecora, the slaves reacted violently because Celestino had taunted them that they were to be killed, salted and cooked as meat for their Spanish owners (2000: 5).  It seemed to have been a common occurrence for members of the crew to tease the African 
slaves on their fate of becoming the next meal. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
After the rebellious night, the cook and the captain were murdered and the two 
sailors managed to escape lowering a small boat and sailing into the night. The other 
survivor, in addition to Ruiz and Montez, according to the historical compilation by John 
W. Barber in The History of the Amistad Captives, was un ladino, a creole boy of African 
birth raised in Cuba who would have been killed but proved helpful to the linguistic needs 
of the Mende Africans, since “he acted as interpreter between [them], as he understood 
both languages” (1840: 7).  
Thus, began the next chapter of the journey of the Africans aboard La Amistad. 
While the Mende Africans hoped to get closer to home with each rising of the sun, Ruiz 
and Montez aimed the schooner westward to ensure this becoming further from the truth. 
 
Middle Passage Shackles, ca. 1760  [Insert. Picture taken from Art and Artifact exhibition at the Schomburg Center for Black Culture, The New York Library] About 12.5 million Africans...were forced onto slave ships...over 480 revolts aboard slave ships have been documented...although they represent six percent of the captives. It is estimated that 100,000 Africans died in uprisings on the coast or during the Middle Passage 
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Approximately, their zigzagging maneuvers lasted two months, navigating northbound 
parallel to the USA towards the New England coast.  
As expected, their supplies ran very low and their needs increased. Starvation had 
claimed the lives of six other Africans (Kromer 1997: 26). In response to the impending 
crisis, Singbe, along with other fellow citizens, traded the vessel bounty for essential water 
and food supplies which required regular stops. Based on Montez sworn testimony, they 
“anchored at least thirty times” (Barber 1840: 7). Unbeknown to them, eyewitnesses along 
the coast generated newspaper articles reporting of a black schooner commanded by 
‘pirates’ or ‘buccaneers,’ “the ship grew more and more sluggish, her sails rotting against 
the masts, her bottom heavy with barnacles and sea grass” (Kromer 1997: 26). Dwight P. 
Janes, in a letter to ‘Revd. Leavitt,’ describes how “some of them have died in 
consequence of drinking salt water and The Schooner name is “La Amistad” plus her 
appearance is so musty that we should think her [sic] the vessel that brought them from 
Africa” (AMA FI 4593).8 
On what would become their last supply-trading stop, on August 25th, 1839, when 
they believed their communication exchanged with Henry Green and others open the 
gateway to their voyage back to Africa, The Amistad was seized and captured in Long 
Island, New York by the USS Washington, a USA Navy ship. The news of the ‘Black 
Schooner’ had travelled and sprung others into action. This was the case when Lieutenant 
Richard W. Meade, following orders from Commander Gedney, intercepted La Amistad 
off the coast of Long Island, New York (Jones: 28).  
                                                          
8 For a complete list in chronological order of all handwritten letters, please refer to the ‘Primary Source’ section of the bibliography at the end of this TFM. 
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Meade with his crew boarded La Amistad; he “could not communicate with the 
blacks, who spoke neither English nor Spanish, but he could converse with the Spaniards. 
He spoke some Spanish...” (Johnson 1990: 1). In addition, “one of them, José Ruiz...a very 
gentlemanly and intelligent young man...[spoke] English fluently” (Barber 1840: 4). On 
board of the ship before the new players, linguistic access and class privilege operating in 
favor of the Spaniards caused them to be released. Meanwhile institutional racism and 
proslavery ideology incarcerated the non-English speaking Africans.  
The version of the events by Ruiz and Montez prevailed and the brig proceeded to 
tow the schooner to US soil. However, not to a New York harbor as expected, but to New 
London, Connecticut. Analyzing this decision, Jones explains, “perhaps because New 
York had abolished slavery, Gedney took his prize to New London” (ibid.). While the 
motivation behind this decision is not certain, trying to understand it, Johnson surmises, “it 
was later charged that he did so because slavery was legal in Connecticut and not in New 
York, which meant that salvage rights to slave property would not be considered in New 
York courts” (Johnson 1990: 2). 
 
19  
9 
On August 26th, 1839, the Spanish schooner was anchored in New London, CT. Gedney 
and Meade hurried to submit their complaint in the District Court to claim their salvage. 
Judge Andrew T. Judson, who “had strong proslavery sentiments” (Osagie 2000: 7), 
presided the hearing. During said hearing, which took place on board The Amistad and 
Brig Washington, Lieut. Meade, who also testified as to his encounter with The Amistad 
and the events that transpired with the crew, served as court interpreter. The judicial 
investigation revealed that he spoke “the Spanish language both elegantly and fluently, 
acted as an interpreter between the Spaniards and the court” (Barber 1840: 6).  
Based on the accounts in said hearing compiled by Barber, José Ruiz, Pedro 
Montez, and the cabin boy Antonio who belonged to the captain—and whose life was 
spared back in Caribbean waters for his usefulness as an interpreter between the Spaniards 
                                                          
9 http://law2.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/Amistad/AMISTD.HTM.This map depicts the long voyage of the Mende Africans from captivity to freedom. Lomboko Harbor in Sierra Leone to Cuba constituted the first leg of their trip. From Havana, Cuba, The Amistad zigzagged its way towards New York, the second portion of the trip. There they waited for two years until those who were still alive returned to West Africa.  
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and the Africans—also testified in Spanish, assisted linguistically by Meade. Barber 
reports that “Antonio, the slave of the murdered Captain, was called before the court, and 
was addressed in Spanish, by Lieut. Meade, on the nature of an oath” (1840: 7). 
Nonetheless, the Mendi Africans did not enjoy the same judicial right to proffer their side 
of the story with an able interpreter, especially, after the Spaniards produced in court the 
falsified trespassos, “allowing the passengers to proceed to their destination” (6). At the 
conclusion of this proceeding, the Africans were accused of felony charges: “murder and 
piracy” (6). However, Johnson notes that, instead, they were charged with “murder and 
mutiny” (2). 
And thus, began a series of court proceedings and international correspondence 
between the USA and Spain, until the Supreme Court of the United States determined that 
the Africans should be released in affirmation of their right to freedom and their right to 
fight for that freedom, two years after they had been captured and sold in violation of 
numerous international treaties. 
B. The Christian Abolitionists—some friendlier faces in the midst of turbulent waters  The Christian Abolitionists were the ones responsible for developing a 
comprehensive defense team on behalf of the captured Mendi Africans and identifying the 
necessity for suitable interpreter as the essential component for their litigation strategy. So 
it is outlined in the first two handwritten letters found to date regarding the Amistad Case 
and the search for an interpreter. Both were written by Abolitionist Dwight P. Janes, from 
New London, to Roger S. Baldwin a lawyer who Janes was engaging to represent the 
Mende Africans, one on August 30th, 1839, the other on August 31st, 1839. Per enclosed 
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information on their respective envelopes (AMA FI 4593; 4594), both were copies of 
letters to Baldwin mailed to Rev. Joshua Leavitt, another Abolitionist in New York City, 
editor of the Emancipator newspaper, to alert him of the particulars of the arrival of The 
Amistad schooner.  
I would like to point out that based on my research, I have concluded that these 
may be the most important letters related to The Amistad movement. Therein, Janes 
establishes the core case strategy relying on having an interpreter for the now captives; he 
takes the initiative in contacting a lawyer for the Mendi Africans outside of the 
Abolitionists circle; he calls forth the Abolitionists in New York to collaborate toward this 
goal; he expresses the truth of the origin of the African as bozales; and he foresees the 
impact of this story in the historical context of the nineteenth century USA. To him we can 
attribute setting the defense strategy in motion and the initiation of the Amistad movement.  
Janes had the opportunity to be in the audience at that first public Amistad hearing. 
In between languages, secrets and silences, Janes noticed that something important that 
merited due attention was awry. Perturbed by what he heard and saw at said hearing, his 
two letters outlined the basic legal arguments to win this case together with the impact of 
the Amistad event in furthering the cause against slavery. He recognizes that the succession 
of events from the perspective of the Africans represented a key element in furthering the 
case, but an interpreter who spoke their language was crucial. 
Both letters reveal insightful information about the origins of the Africans; they had 
recently arrived from Africa. Furthermore, if they spoke neither English nor Spanish, by 
default, they were born and raised in this Western continent. On the postscript to the letter 
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of August 30th, 1839, Janes exhorts Leavitt to go in pursuit of a possible material witness 
who could corroborate the fact that the Africans recently arrived from their continent:   
 
 
 Transcription of above segment:  Brother Leavitt, The foregoing is copy of a letter I have just written to R. S. Baldwin, Esq. New Haven. I send you the copy that you may be apprised of our views and that you may also communicate with Mr. Baldwin. The person to whom the Spaniards said he took the slaves from a slave ship, is a Mr. Owen [all emphasis added] of the firm of Hott and Owen [illegible]...near Fulton Street of your city. He has formerly resided at Príncipe and is well acquainted with them both. He was here to bury his mother, had an interview with the two Spaniards and afterwards told several persons what was said to him. I went to see him, but found he had left. You had better call on him at once and get what information you can especially on that point. (AMA FI 4593).  
However, this was not the only significant piece of information that Janes heard 
about the origins of the African slaves. During the hearing he became previewed to 
information supporting this important fact that, if proved, would sustain the right of the 
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bozales to bear arms in pursuit of their freedom, since they would have been obtained 
illegally:  
Some say that the cabin boy, who is a principal witness about the murder of the capt., can speak Spanish and African. When I saw him on board the schooner, as near as I could understand, [all emphasis added] he said he was brot [sic] to Havanna when he was a very small boy. When asked how long the negroes had been there, he gave us [sic] to understand that they had just come (AMA FI 4594).   
  
A sense of urgency inspires Janes to write to Leavitt, on September 2nd, 1839,10 
asking him to assist in finding an interpreter and to help secure effective counsel for the 
Africans. (AMA FI 4590) (Refer to next segment). 
 
                                                          
10 AMA files date this letter ‘September 22nd, 1839.’ However, my handwriting analysis according to the information known to the case at the time, strongly suggests that the actual date of the letter is ‘September 2nd, 1839.  
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To this effect, he conveys to this brother in the faith Baldwin that the other 
Abolitionists “feel as I do” (AMA FI 4590), to the extent that he leaves room for another 
fellow Abolitionists, Mr W. Bolles, to affix his comments reiterating the same (refer to 
above image): 
“The case of the slaves attended to in the above letter of Mr. Janes I think will involve several important questions, and I hope will receive a thorough investigation. The discussions consequent on such a trial would be highly beneficial to the cause of freedom in the States. We want something to [“wake” or “make”] the people [illegible] as well as to get justice for the sufferers.” [all emphasis added]  (AMA FI 4594)  This same insistence, with a tinge of desperation, was communicated to brother Leavitt 
pertaining to the issue of finding an interpreter in that same correspondence he exhorts: 
“We have not yet heard from Baldwin. Would it not be well for you to unite urging him to 
take hold of this case. Can’t you find some person in NY who can speak African and send 
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him up to New Haven?” (ibid.). Also in his original letter to Baldwin he strongly poses the 
role that the interpreter can play as part of a relay interpreting exercise:  
If you can find some one who speaks Spanish, you will perhaps be able to communicate with the Blacks thro’ this Boy. You must let them know that they are among friends or they will be unwilling to say much (Janes to AMA FI 4594). (See earlier insert).  However, Amistad historians underline some other clues that supported the non-
Spanish background of the accused. First, none of the Africans responded to their names 
recorded in their trespassos: “Joseph Cingue, Antonio, Simon, Lacis, Perter, Martin, 
Manuel, Andrew, Edwards, Celeonis, Bartholomew, Raymond, Augustine, Evaristo, 
Casimiro, Mercho, Gabriel, Santaria, Escalastio, Paschal, Estanilaus, Desiderio, Nicholas, 
Stephen, Thomas, Corsino, Lewis, Bartolo, Julian, Frederick, Saturnio, Lardusolado, 
Celistino, Epifanio, Tevacio, Genancio, Philip, Francis, Hipiloto, Venito, Tidoro, Vicinto, 
Dionecio, Apolonio, Ezidiquiel, Leon, Julius, Hipiloto, 2nd, and Zinon” (Barber, 6); instead 
of their real names, Cingue, Grabeau, Kimbo, Konoma,  Burna, Bartu, Gnakwoi, Kwong, 
Fuliwa, Pie, Pungwuni, Sessi, Moru, Ndamma, Fuliwulu, Bau, Ba, Shule, Kale, Bagna, Sa, 
Kinna, Ngahoni, Fakinna, Faginna, Yaboi, Fabanna, Tsukama, Berri, Foni, Burna, Shuma, 
Kali, Teme, Kagne, and Margru, as recorded in the chronicle by Barber with the assistance 
of the interpreter James Covey.  Secondly, and as important, none of them spoke or 
understood Spanish (Zeinert 1997: 31).  
 Aware of all the discrepancies as a witness in this hearing, Janes opened the door to 
different possibilities and enlisted sympathizers to the cause. This opportune event, fanned 
by the accounts published in local newspapers, alerted the Abolitionists to mobilize and 
organize in favor of the Non-English speaking Mendi Africans. In turn, the Abolitionists 
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responded affirmatively to the calling to help their neighbors and to get involved in this 
cause that would enliven their own pursuits.  
As Howard Jones observes, the arrival of the Mendi Africans was timely, the 
“nation [USA] was experiencing a widespread reform movement that, on the surface at 
least, exalted the common man and emphasized equality of opportunity” (Jones 1987: 31). 
Part of this reform involved coming to terms with the different positions against slavery 
divided mainly into two groups, most of them located in the Northern section of the US, 
known as the North: the Abolitionists and Anti-slavery supporters. Both agreed on the 
elimination of the institution of slavery. However, they differed in their methods and 
motivations to achieve this goal. As it was foreseen, the momentum created by The 
Amistad Case prompted those along the anti-slavery spectrum to join forces. Inside an 
envelope enclosing three (3) dollars for the cause of the African Mendi, a handwritten note 
by Warrimer read: 
P.S.: You are aware that I am not an Abolitionist in the popular sense of the term, yes, I hope slavery will soon cease in the U.S. and throughout the world. I think the slave owners have rights as well as the slaves; and that compensation (as least in part) should be made to the owners; and for myself I would cheerfully pay my proportion of a tax to free the slaves in the South at once. Many, and perhaps, most of the slave holders in our country would be willing to emancipate their slaves if they could be paid for them; and unless something is done by way of compensation, I fear the time is distant when we shall see slavery abolished. Great Britain, appropriated her hundred millions for emancipation, why not follow her example? But I do not intend to argue the question, as I fear we shall not agree (AMA FI 4622). 
Warrimer summoned the courage of identifying himself to share his thoughts along with 
his offering; others preferred anonymity, perhaps a sign of caution in the face of possible 
repressive actions from the pro-slavery followers:   
27  
 
 
So, even if some were inclined to side together in The Amistad Case, the 
Abolitionists and Anti-Slavery camps definitely disagreed in their approaches and beliefs. 
It is true that both shared the moral conviction that slavery should come to an end because 
it represented a societal evil. They differ, nonetheless, in the political maneuvers in which 
to achieve the abolishment of slavery, as clearly portrayed in the ‘P.S.’ cited above. The 
anti-slavery movement believed that slaveholders were entitled to remuneration from their 
lost ‘human’ profits, while the Abolitionists were adamant that they did not deserve this 
financial consideration and that slaves should be freed at once, a more radical posture. 
England had compensated Spain financially for abolishing international slave trading, 
perhaps the USA should do the same.  
According to Coffey, the Abolitionist movement began with American Quakers 
after the mid-eighteenth century (1). While the Abolitionists existed back in the eighteenth 
century in smaller numbers, it was not until the 1830s that their growth augmented at the 
juncture of a reformist movement and a religious fervor. Still, they remained a (relative) 
minority within their ranks estimated at around 200,000 (Zeinert 1997: 37). Reformers, for 
instance, wanted “more educational opportunities for young people, more rights for 
women, better treatment for the mentally ill, more help for the poor, and end to war” (36). 
Anonymous Sept 6, 1839 Enclosing $2 for the Africans One who is almost persuaded to be an abolitionist. “May you prosper.” (AMA FI 4000) 
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At the same time, churchgoers increased wanting to eliminate sin and to build nation, a 
kingdom11 on Earth, pleasing to God. The Abolitionists took advantage of this juncture to 
appeal to the reformists for their support.  
Abolitionists were better known as ‘Christian’ Abolitionists. The ‘Christian’ 
adjective was added to their name since their anti-slavery beliefs were rooted in their 
theology and reading of the Scriptures. For Abolitionists slavery was more than an 
abomination; it was a sin (in direct opposition to Christian doctrines) that corrupted the 
moral fiber of society Therefore, the Abolitionists criticized their counterparts because: 
Even in the states in which slavery is not tolerated, the great majority of the people are its apologists and supporters. Many, while they acknowledge that slavery is an evil, seem quite unconscious that to keep men in bondage is a sin. They pity the unfortunate slaveholder, but have no sympathy for the wretched slave (The Abolitionists, Vol I. No.I. p. 1. January 1833).  
In fact, according to a religious tract of the times, Abolitionists called slavekeepers 
or slaveholders apostates (Lay: 1737). As a sin, Abolitionists firmly believed that slavery 
needed to end at once, and that slaveholders did not deserve any compensation for their 
financial loss for freeing slaves. 
The American Anti-Slavery Society (AASS), an Abolitionist organization was 
formed in 1833, together with their associated newspaper The Liberator. By September 4, 
1839, a week after the Mendi Africans arrived into New England, The Amistad Committee 
was formed by the AASS to enlist supporters from all sides of the religious and political 
spectrum on behalf of this immigrant group now incarcerated in New Haven jails. Simeon 
                                                          
11 The term kin-dom in many modern theological circles replaces the term kingdom. It is hoped that without the ‘g’ a more egalitarian and less patriarchal reality is forged for humanity, for our ‘kin.’  
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Jocelyn, Joshua Leavitt and Lewis Tappan constituted the co-founders of this committee. 
The announcement published in newspapers The Emancipator and British Emancipator 
stated the desire to collect funds to ensure the rights of the Mendi defendants, beginning 
with the supply of interpreters:  
Thirty-eight fellow men from Africa, after having been practically kidnapped from their native land, transported across the seas, and subjected to atrocious cruelties, have been thrown upon our shores, and are now incarcerated in jail to await their trial for crimes alleged by their oppressors to have been committed by them. They are ignorant of our language, [all emphasis added] of the usages of civilized society, and the obligations of Christianity. Under these circumstances, several friends of human rights have met to consult upon the case of these unfortunate men, and have appointed the undersigned a committee to employ interpreters, able counsel, and take all necessary means to secure the rights of the accused. It is intended to employ three legal gentlemen of distinguished abilities, and to incur other needful expenses (The British Emancipator, 299). 
But faith-based and political organizing for the Abolitionists came with a cost. 
Not only were they criticized for their radical measures but suffered persecution. The 
body of William Lloyd Garrison, founder of the AASS, was dragged in the streets of 
Boston; Elijah Lovejoy met his death when he insisted on printing articles in support of 
the liberation of slaves; Prudence Crandall followed her vocation to teach black students 
even though the school where she taught was stoned because of her commitment; and for 
the Tappan brothers a $100,000 reward was issued payable anywhere in the South for 
their heads (Zeinert 1987: 42-45). Despite the hostile environment, including the 1836 
‘gag rule’ that denied the possibility of bringing forth to Congress any anti-slavery 
discussions, The Amistad Case provided an opportunity “to rally support for the 
Abolitionists causes,” for “having moral rectitude influence legal justice,” and for “all to 
unite under a single banner” (Osagie 2000: 8-9).  
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Abolitionists believed that this case “had the potential for causing an emotional 
debate over slavery in the United States” (Jones 1987: 32) and to broaden their support 
from a wider anti-slavery base. Marcus Rediker asserts that the success of “the 
Abolitionists movement lay in making real for people in Britain and America the ships 
carrying slaves were pervasive and utterly instrumental terror, which was indeed its 
defining feature” (2007: 8). The Amistad afforded them such a chance, to inject the 
discussion of slavery with first-hand testimony of the alarming truths of slavery from 
capture to the Middle Passage and beyond, to shaken the legal and religious foundations of 
this institution, and, hopefully, to accelerate the end of slavery as an institution in the USA. 
They needed a catalyst—“a dramatic event was required to awaken their countrymen to the 
sordid nature of slavery” (Jones 1987: 35)— precisely what The Amistad offered for ‘such 
a time as this’.12 
Most leaders of the Abolitionist movement had received formal training as 
ministers and lawyers—certainly the bulk of the writers of the letters used for this current 
research project exemplify this profile. They were cognizant of the influence of racism as a 
pillar for slavery, though not all agreed on issues of equality and on the following steps 
after dismantling this institution. Slavery, in this historical period, rested on the principles 
that some should work without any compensation from others, that darker skin 
pigmentation predisposed those who should subjugate themselves for the profitable benefit 
of others with lighter skin tones, and that those with darker skin tones were less than 
                                                          
12 An allusion to the Book of Esther in the Hebrew Scriptures, to a poignant conversation she has with her uncle when he challenges her to intervene on behalf of their people making use of her privilege position in the King’s court for ‘such a time as this.’  
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human, inferior in intellectual abilities. Though these racist attitudes were not resolved 
completely in the actions and thoughts of those opposing slavery, including the 
Abolitionists, this later group hoped that if “demonstrated that color was not a legitimate 
obstacle to a person’s natural right to freedom, they would lay the basis for a major assault 
on slavery that might vindicate their larger aims” (Jones 1987: 32).   
But these precepts were based on their theological beliefs and on their 
understanding of scriptural passages. Their actions were fueled by a confluence of 
theology and ideology. In a society where churchgoing was a common practice by 
members from all social classes within a context of ideological differences between the 
North and the South, extrapolation of arguments from these two standpoints was 
fundamental, especially when religious stances tend to sway emotions like a pendulum and 
influence all spheres of society.  
Though published at a later date (1868), there are some important religious books 
that expound on the convergence between the Bible, human rights and the abolition of 
slavery. These sources encapsulate the hermeneutics of the Abolitionists, their analysis and 
perspective on the historical background of our researched period. It is refreshing that in 
their exposition they do not apologize for making use of reason, conscience and common 
sense as integral to the theological process: 
Our best and highest instincts—our strongest rational convictions—assure us that slavery is a system of abominations, and in the conflict between them, we have no choice but to listen to reason, conscience, instinct and humanity (Stone 1868: 4).  
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B.J.L. Stone, who seemed to profess a Catholic faith, understood that the treatment 
of slavery throughout the Bible did not support consistently an Abolitionist position, and 
that in fact, some passages clearly depicted enslaving actions by ‘good’ biblical men. At 
the end, it had to do with the ultimate goal of Christianity: “I am not about to argue that the 
Bible is an Abolition Book,—except in its sure tendency and inevitable result...the 
teachings...and the providential dealings of the other will ultimately abolish [emphasis in 
original] all wickedness and evil”(1868: 8). Stone groups those who support slavery on 
scriptural grounds in three categories, distinguishing that their theological positions reflect 
their propensities towards similar subjects or their lack of a developed humane conscience. 
These are:  
Sincere men of insufficient learning, —learned men [sic] whose ‘conservatism’ is greater than their consciousness,—and men with neither learning nor conscience, who are mere unreasoning, unfeeling partizans [emphasis in original], governed wholly by prejudice, by party, or by interest (5). 
Rev. Enoch Pond, a Congregationalist, who published in 1850 a tract entitled 
“Slavery and the Bible,” expresses similar concepts. According to his logic, if one is to 
support slavery as a biblical institution, then one must also support polygamy as a divine 
institution. Therefore, “until the advocates of slavery can point us to the chapter and verse 
in which their favorite institution is divinely established, we are safe in saying that there is 
no such chapter or verse in the Bible” (3). For Pond, one of the greatest contributions of 
the biblical text was to establish a higher ground for relationships:  
The Bible lays down truths and principles...all men [sic] have a common origin, and constitute but one family; they are endowed by their Creator with like powers and faculties, and with equal natural rights; each is to love his neighbor as himself, and do to others as he would that they should do to him...They are not arbitrary, but result directly from the relations which 
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human beings sustain to each other...and all must acknowledge that they are irreconcilably hostile to every form and species of slavery (ibid.). 
It was under the leadership of Christian Abolitionist activists that a trustworthy 
network to search for an interpreter was created that produced an able interpreter who 
uncovered the journey of the Mendi Africans since they were uprooted from their 
continent. Most importantly, the activation of this network shed light on the unique 
recruitment process, qualifications and requirements for the interpreter of the Amistad 
Case. These constitute the crux of my research explicated on Chapter III. However, 
Chapter II expounds on a multidisciplinary methodological framework reflecting this 
diverse and rich historical background. 
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II. Methodologies: a multidisciplinary approach 
Given the popularity attained by the story of The Amistad, it was logical for me to 
assume that the role of the court interpreter challenged the institution of slavery as he 
voiced the unspoken enslavement experiences of the Mendi Africans. In addition, as I dove 
into the sequential story details the existence of court interpreters multiplied. Spanish 
interpreters were used to mediate linguistically for the Spaniards and Antonio, the cabin 
boy, both representing opposite ends of the slavery continuum—from slaveholders to the 
captain’s slave. Notwithstanding, the Mende Africans suffered the impact of not having a 
court interpreter as soon as they stepped unto USA soil, hence the lack of interpreting 
services aiding the strong racist institution of slavery. This gave rise to the directional 
research inquiry: “The search for a Mendi-court interpreter in the Amistad Case in order to 
challenge the institution of slavery.” 
As mentioned in the previous chapter the historical span of this research project 
runs from August 26th to October 12th, 1839, which correlates with the dates on the 
handwritten letters mostly exchanged among the Abolitionist Christians—the research 
corpus.13 The guiding principles in choosing the initial letters rested in those that directly 
or indirectly included the words ‘Mendi,’ ‘Spanish,’ ‘translator,’14 ‘Africans,’15 
‘interpreter,’ ‘slavery,’ ‘language,’ ‘speak’ or related variation. I also paid attention to 
                                                          
13 The corpus also includes newspapers and judicial records. For a more detail corpus analysis, please refer to Chapter III.  
14While the research revealed translation issues, these will not be addressed in this investigation phase. 
15 The Africans were also referred to in the letters as ‘Mendi Africans,’ ‘Blacks’ and ‘negroes.’ The term ‘African Descendants’ has gained greater acceptance as a politically correct term. Being too far removed from the context of the Amistad Africans, I have echoed throughout this research project those terms found in the letters that uphold their dignity and affirm their ethnic roots. 
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words or phrases that expressed feelings as connected to the abovementioned. The larger 
selection then was condensed to those manuscripts expressing a desire to obtain an 
interpreter, detailing strategic actions, pondering on the possible language spoken of the 
Mendi Africans, narrating interpreting events, or encounters with interpreters until the two 
final interpreters were found, James Covey and Charles Pratt.  
The off-the-scene search for a Mendi interpreter captured in those letters exposes a 
set of qualifications and requirements of the interpreter that directly respond to the 
historical period in which this search is rooted. In my opinion, the historical research 
context is charged with defining the methodological framework. In the case of The 
Amistad Case, the historical issues of note are: the impact of international and national 
slavery, the USA colonial era of the nineteenth century, the state of court interpreting 
during that time, and the theological and political basis to support or condemn slavery.  
Based on the multi-thematic research context guiding my investigation, it is only 
natural to apply an interdisciplinary methodological approach, with three major theoretical 
perspectives: postcolonial, hermeneutics of suspicion and ideological filters. The present 
chapter reviews investigation models posed by the scholarship in addition to the various 
approaches to court interpreting historiography used herein. We begin by reviewing 
Gabriela Saldanha and O’Brien, Research Methodologies in Translation Studies, placing 
this research within a qualitative spectrum, followed by Method in Translation History, by 
Anthony Pym, that helped me locate this project within the historiographical studies of 
translation and interpretation. Application of a postcolonial perspective to this research is a 
natural consideration given the nineteenth century background of the Amistad Case. To this 
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purpose I will explore Douglas Robinson in Translation and Empire: Postcolonial 
Theorists Explained. I will also look into a hermeneutical perspective taken from the 
theology of the Abolitionists Christians. And lastly, I will utilize María Calzada-Pérez 
ideological framework to account for a story plagued with ideological spins. These last two 
provide a theoretical combo: ideological drives dressed with theological beliefs, as they 
manifested in the proslavery and antislavery debates. An integral part of this chapter 
discloses my personal, religious, educational and professional background giving birth to 
this project, my locus. 
According to the classification offered by Saldanha and O’Brien, in their book 
Research Methodologies in Translation Studies, research is subdivided into quantitative 
and qualitative methods. Historical approaches are categorized under the qualitative 
branch. Furthermore, quantitative methodology yields structured-numerical data, while 
qualitative “generates semi- or unstructured data” (2014: 21). My research objective, “The 
search for a Mendi-court interpreter in the Amistad Case in order to challenge the 
institution of slavery,” belongs to qualitative research, data interpretation as well as Critical 
Discourse Analysis (hereinafter, CDA) (22-23). CDA draws from post-structuralists’ 
focussing on how discourses relate to power within their context and social structure; “in 
other words, while text analysis is an essential part of CDA, the focus is not only on the 
relationship between text and context, but also between text...and the ‘order of discourse’” 
(52-53). On the contribution of CDA, Calzada-Pérez explains that its “primary aim is to 
expose the ideological forces that underlie communicative exchanges” (2003: 2). This 
perspective will prove useful as I analyze the intentions and urgency in finding a court 
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interpreter, the recruitment process in the midst of a politically hostile environment, and 
the special list of qualifications and requirements developed to ensure safety and 
confidentiality for all involved. 
Saldanha and O’Brien distinguishes that “primary data are collected by the 
researcher him or herself while the term secondary data refers to collections of data, e.g. 
interview transcriptions, questionnaire responses, translations, etc. that have been collected 
by other researchers and made available to the research community for analysis” (2014: 
20). The main corpus of my research involved primary data. Within my particular context, 
primary sources refer to the body of handwritten letters among the 19th century Christian 
Abolitionists, newspaper articles, and judicial records during the same period ca. 1839, 
while secondary data encompasses bibliographical resources about The Amistad Case. In 
addition to these, data sources comprised of non-written texts, such as artifacts, pictures, 
drawings, caricatures, even shackles or manacles become discursive venues in this 
research: “Another source of information is ‘physical artifacts,’ that is to say, non-textual 
objects that are revealing of the situation of play an important part in the event or processes 
studied” (224). In my view, these add sensorial and physical components to the research 
process. They afford space for reflection to meditate upon the oppressive experiences of 
slavery of the Amistad Africans and of million others. For instance, I imagined being 
manacled during the Middle Passage as part of this research project in an attempt to grow 
closer to that horrendous and inhuman experience. I included a picture of the 
contemplation object in Chapter I.  
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The framework by Saldanha and O’Brien situates TIS historical research within the 
category of ‘case study.’ In fact, in their book, they support the notion that most 
Translation Studies research activities fall under the category of case study given that it is 
“used as a label to describe any study focusing on a single unit of investigation” (2014: 
206). Case studies have been defined as one rooted in specific present social contexts—the 
here and now. However, I will mold this construction for those events involving human 
dealings in a ‘there and then of the past’ instead of the present time, as the historical 
context bringing forth The Amistad Case.  
In their discussion, the scholars observe that case studies and historical research 
share a common streak. Each of these two methodologies exerts “no control over the 
events it focuses on and also requires the examination of wide range of sources” (207). 
When the event, woven by instances and moments has to be unearthed from a past 
recalled, without survivors, only dependent on documents and artefacts, and without 
interviewees and first-hand account witnesses, then the academic investigation falls under 
“historical research” (ibid.).  
In their book, Saldanha and O’Brien, they point out how matters of validity and 
credibility relate to data reliability and to the decision on whether enough data collection 
has been obtained. While I am not drawn to apply these concepts entirely in this chapter, 
within this debate, I was attracted to the concept of multiple constructions of reality, and 
how different theories, methodologies and writing styles lend themselves to different 
political perspectives on reality itself (29). Though not explicitly stated in their discussion, 
it could be implied that reality construction, as in The Amistad—perhaps in many other 
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research quests as well—is not unilateral, meaning that reality can be constructed 
simultaneously in varieties of ways by the ‘creator (s)’—the one (s) creating the reality—
and the ‘perceptor (s)’—the one (s) perceiving or attempting to understand that reality. For 
example, an adversarial context typifies the judicial arena, in which every party plays a 
different role: the judge, prosecutor, defense lawyer and defendant construe their reality 
from a different vantage point. The reality of the Mende Africans, their desire for freedom 
and return to their motherland, was different from the reality of their captors and 
slaveholders, wanting to own their bodies and submitting them into forced bondage. 
Parallel to this reality other groups, the Christian Abolitionists—in their quest to abolish 
slavery in the US—, became their Christian advocates, believing as well that by organizing 
in favor of their due process, they would advance their objective to abolish slavery in the 
USA. A convergence of construction-ists came together in The Amistad Case: Mendi 
captives, Christian Abolitionists, pro-slavery officers of the court, and slave keeper 
Spaniards, to highlight some.  
While Saldanha and O’Brien helped me to position the current research within a 
larger TIS16 scheme, Anthony Pym assists me to anchor the Amistad within TIS historical 
research. Pym begins with the map designed by Holmes, though Interpretation Studies are 
missing from the original diagram. He states that Translation Studies (TS) would fall under 
the descriptive range (2014: 2) and Pym establishes four methodological principles in 
translation research that, according to him, seem to characterize historical studies: 
                                                          
16Since language contributes to creating possibilities, I prefer the inclusive acronyms ‘IT’ and ‘TIS.’ 
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causation, the interpreter, the larger context and the connection between the researcher and 
the experiences.  
The first principle of interpretation17 history relates to ‘social causation,’ or ‘why’ 
interpreting issues were a product of the social and historical times. I consider the ‘who,’ 
the one causing the action, and the ‘how’ of such action relevant elements of this social 
causation. Certainly, the ‘who’ did the search for the ‘who’ found and ‘how’ to search the 
services of a judicial interpreter for the Mende Africans responded to specific social and 
historical events, a social causation. There was a political motivation, una causa, and a 
strong religious drive that led to a successful search. The information unveiled as a result 
of having an interpreter, a ‘who,’ catapulted other struggles, mainly, the freedom of the 
African captives and the support from the anti-slavery movement towards the abolition of 
slavery. Historians (Jones, Osagie, Rediker (2012), and Kromer) also claim that 
mobilization, and winning the case, by finding an interpreter, accelerated the impending 
Civil War in the USA and the abolition of slavery, taking us to the next principle, which, 
according to Pym (ix) places the emphasis on the linguistic mediator, the interpreter in this 
case, instead of textual analysis, since “only through [interpreters] and their social 
entourage (clients, patrons, readers) can we try to understand why [interpretations] were 
produced in a particular historical time and place....Yet, the ultimate focus of attention 
must remain human rather than textual” (ibid.).  Although Pym—at the time his book was 
published—hesitated to apply the concept of “interculturality” to TIS, the third principle 
recognizes the larger context in which the interpreter and the ones in need of the 
interpretation are embedded. In our case, this would refer to issues pertaining to those                                                           
17 I have substituted his original term ‘translation history’ for ‘interpretation history.’ 
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involved in the Amistad Case, where lived and worked. Their background and life 
experiences, and how these interacted or were impacted in the new reality, are natural 
additions to this principle. This third characteristic of TIS historiography in the present 
research plays an essential role, furthered explored in the next chapter dedicated to data 
analysis. As an expert witness, James Covey testified about his ethnic competency that 
confirmed the stories of the Mendi Africans.  
Lastly, the fourth principle, in my opinion, can be applied to all types of research 
topics not only historiographical. Pym encourages interweaving TIS methodological 
matters to the personal experiences of scholars, our research choices and questions. 
Accordingly, research can become a venue to “express, address and try to solve problems 
affecting our own situation,” hence a moving force behind TIS quests (1998: viii). These 
will be discussed further in the locus section of this chapter. He further urges investigators 
to allow primary sources to lead the way in the process of combing and identifying 
research approaches:  
In fact, despite my desire to focus on methodology, I often find myself trying to deflate the more theoretical aspects of translation history, insisting that the real knowledge comes from the study of history itself. A good deal of this book is based on the argument that historians should grapple quite directly with their material, getting their hands dirty before elaborating any grand principles concerning the methodology of their task (ibid.).   Related to this last point, Pym also identifies three areas of TIS: archeological, 
critical and explanatory. According to this author, the first of these three involves 
“complex detective work” answering, for instance, who, when, what, for whom, where and 
why questions (11). The use of manuscripts and handwritten letters as primary sources 
qualify as “archeological” in nature.  
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Whereas, vouching and demonstrating ‘how’ the Amistad Case served as a catalyst 
in various fronts and struggles do not constitute a novel hypothesis, our unique ‘critical’ (in 
the sense presented by Pym) contribution places at the center, the role, the search, the 
recruitment process and the availability of the Amistad court interpreter. According to 
historian Iyunolu Folayan Osagie, though the story and historical impact of The Amistad 
Case was well known in the 19th century, it seemed to have regained momentum after the 
movie by Steven Spielberg depicting this story was projected on the screen (2000: xii).  
I hope that this research rekindles the Amistad story from the court interpreting 
angle. The details surrounding the recruitment of the interpreter who provided linguistic 
access to the Mende detainees in their judicial process, revealing key evidence in their case 
to secure their freedom has been overlooked by most historians up to this point. It has been 
asserted that crucial testimony from the Mendi captives and court interpreter played a 
pivotal role in securing their freedom. Yet, first, the interpreter needed to be recruited. This 
led me to observe the recruitment process as a I ‘grappled’ with the primary sources 
directly culminating in this TFM project. This historiography desires to contribute to this 
important historical-judicial case from the TIS perspective, starting with the desired 
requirements and qualifications for the interpreter. This critical contribution echoes Pym’s 
vision that TIS historiography should be innovative, not previously explored, and should 
be useful to affect future policymakers in both language and cultural arenas. To the best of 
my knowledge, it has ‘not previously explored.’ 
Lastly, the “explanation” area pertains to how interpreters “can be discovered as 
effective social actors” (Pym 1998: xii). In other words, it expounds on how the questions 
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posed under the previous area provoked change and altered power dynamics. The creation 
of the Amistad recruitment process, the list qualifications and requirements attest to power 
dynamics at the time. The presence of and search for a court interpreter in the judicial 
process of the Amistad Case tilted the justice balance in favor of freedom for the captives 
and the abolishment of slavery. Pym asserts that, “[interpretation] history can be a source 
of ideas and data for the political or sociological study of international relations” (1998: 
vii), which proves true in this project, a story knitted through four different continents. 
Both Pym (x), and Saldanha and O’Brien (2014: 29) value the exercise of making 
explicit aspects of the researcher’s choices and engagement with the historical sources. For 
Pym “it is a practice, with its own narrative qualities...as a confessional peek into the 
laboratory behind the scenes, or simply as a process of self-reflection for the perplexed” 
(Pym 1998: x). He further encourages historians to question what motivates selecting a 
particular subject matter. For Saldanha and O’Brien, those proclivities in selecting a 
research topic are as important as other rigorous methodological issues: “It is far too easy 
to delve into a research project without first questioning one’s own view of the world, and, 
especially, of knowledge acquisition and ‘truth’” (Saldanha and O’Brien 2014: 10).  
As part of this process, Saldanha and O’Brien introduce the concepts of ontology 
and epistemology as they relate to the birthing and laboring of the research at hand. In 
subsequent paragraphs, I will reflect upon these questions as related to my locus, part of 
my ontological and epistemological frameworks— what I know and how I know it. 
Answers to these questions assist to identify and bring to the surface filters guiding this 
current research project. 
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My research topic represents an intentional choice extending beyond unearthing 
realities not previously explored and enlarging the historical perimeters of The Amistad 
case and historicity. In this manner, both research process and end-result carry the 
intention of ‘catalytic validity’ as described in their methodological framework:  
Catalytic validity is the one concept that is considerably different from more conventional notions of validity; it involves acknowledging the reality-changing impact of the research itself and channeling that impact back towards the researched in the hope of increasing self-understanding and self-determination (Saldanha and O’Brien 2014: 39). 
Before reading the methodological recommendations by Pym and Saldanha and O’Brien 
for researchers to delve into self-reflection regarding the purpose and those motivations 
leading to the investigation theme, my previous academic training required this 
introspective exercise. My graduate theological background—a Masters in Divinity—also 
expected students to embark on this first methodological step. An account of our locus, 
point of views, lenses, filters, prejudices, proclivities, and/or dislikes was expected as we 
embarked on biblical readings. Since then, this became an essential point of departure of 
any research journey; hence, time for disclosure. 
I am a Puerto Rican woman who grew up on the island, and who has lived an equal 
amount of time in the United States of America. In addition, I have lived and studied 
abroad in San José, Costa Rica (in what is now called La Universidad Bíblica 
Latinoamericana), at the University of Jerusalem, the USA and Puerto Rico. I have 
travelled extensively for study and pleasure enjoying the cultural, linguistic and political 
interactions. I identify as a heterosexual, bilingual, somewhat bicultural, middle-class 
woman. I grew up Roman Catholic, yet, in 1993, became a member of the United Church 
of Christ (UCC), a historical Protestant denomination, where I was ordained as a minister 
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on November 10, 2001. The UCC claims the legacy of the Christian Abolitionists who, for 
the most part, were Congregationalists supporting the Mende Africans while imprisoned in 
New Haven through a local Connecticut church. In fact, in the late 90’s the UCC, along 
with other organizations, financed a replica of the Amistad Schooner with the purpose of 
teaching young people about the transatlantic African trade. Unfortunately, presently, for 
lack of funding the Schooner no longer hosts students in this quest. The UCC identifies 
itself as a church of ‘firsts.’ It became the first denomination to ordain women, an African 
Descendant minister and homosexual believers. While my theology is eclectic in nature, I 
support a liberation theological reading of the Scriptures and of church praxis.  
As a Puerto Rican, I am sensitive to our 500 years of colonial history under Spanish 
and USA powers. In response to this reality, I have dedicated time to support liberation 
struggles, especially those aiming at decolonization and eliminating racism. Among these 
luchas,18 I collaborated in the cause to liberate the Puerto Rican political prisoners jailed in 
USA prisons.   
For the last seven years, certified in both judicial and medical interpreting fields, I 
have worked as a court interpreter and judicial translator in New York, New Jersey and 
Puerto Rico. I have taught interpretation and translation at New York University and 
Hunter College. Teaching professionals and utilizing the classroom setting as a vehicle of 
liberation and historical advancement also inspires this current research project.  
Though of light skin complexion, I always viewed my darker skinned father and 
grandmother as African Descendants and myself of African heritage, a personal inheritance 
I strive to uplift and affirm. Aware of my colonial heritage, inclined towards a freeing and                                                           
18Luchas is a common Latin American term to signify those socio-political struggles. 
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restorative theology, an active court interpreter, and activist are main pillars that launch 
this current research project. As such, I feel completely sympathetic towards the Mende 
Africans, curious and supportive of the hardships of James Covey, solidarious with the 
Christian minority committed to securing the judicial and human rights of those 
imprisoned, and against the colonial-enslaving political system.  
Recently, as I prepared to write this TFM, I became aware of the history of 
enslavement in my family through the ancestry of my father and grandmother. The 
importance of this research topic speaks to a desire to dig into the impact of slavery and 
colonialism in my family, my professional background, my people, as well as to find 
resolve.  
Therefore, I would be remiss if I did not incorporate postcolonial, ideological and 
theological frameworks as part of my overall methodological approach to this research 
project. Douglas Robinson in Translation and Empire: Postcolonial Theorists Explained 
highlights those contributions made by Postcolonial Theories (PT) to the TIS realm and the 
essential ones made from TIS to the studies of colonialism from all sides of the 
colonial/imperial continuum. Robinson (1997) states there is no unifying definition of what 
the term postcolonial encompasses. Some define this area of study as the impact of this 
political structure currently on countries and peoples; others consider this area of study 
after the obtained independence of countries and peoples; while yet others see it as the 
general influence that a political force can exert over peoples and nations, regardless of 
whether under direct control or not. He mentions the pivotal role of interpreters in 
imperialistic activities overlooked by those dedicated to the studying of the history of 
47  
colonized peoples and empires. As already discussed, my research precisely intends to 
illustrate the essential role of a court interpreter in an anti-slavery and anti-colonial case of 
struggle.  
Robinson elaborates on what the marriage between PT and TIS consists of, a 
theoretical framework growing out of the influences of anthropology, colonial history, and 
ethnography, rather than out of linguistic or literary studies (1997: 1). Furthermore, he 
indicates that PT “was born out of a mixed history of responses, mostly British and 
Indian…both to colonialism and its twentieth-century demise” (15). Translation under the 
PT lens looks “across power differentials marked off by the concepts of ‘first world’ and 
’third world’” (3), at intercultural powers, and hegemonic factors in this dynamic. He 
further traces PT scholarship through a time continuum as related to the use of translation 
compared to the power imbalance: first, how it was used as a tool of colonialism; secondly, 
as a vehicle of survival after the supposed ‘collapse of colonialism’, and thirdly, as a way 
towards decolonization, all to unveil the relationship linking the imperial institution and its 
use of translation. A postcolonial filter proves relevant to our case study. The Global South 
versus the USA and European powers, the racial imbalances between the African 
descendants and European descendants in continental USA and Cuba, the colonial milieu, 
and the overall enslaving international machinery manifest a postcolonial lens.  
However, I disagree with Robinson’s opinion that empires “at best…bring about a 
fruitful mixing and mingling of cultures that gives new life blood to isolated communities” 
(7). The history of colonized peoples sings a different tune. The clash and forced 
encounters of both cultures leaves the colonized culture weakened and, if you will, 
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polluted. Such has been the case of Native American communities in the United States and 
Hawaii, the later after becoming a state. While struggling to maintain their language, 
traditions, land and livelihood, Native Americans have suffered, for example, a high 
incidence of alcoholism among their people, experienced languages at the brink of 
extinction and cultural traditions almost forgotten. Native Hawaiians have also lost much 
of their language and culture after becoming a state.  
As a Puerto Rican I have been a witness of the ravaging effect of imperialism in the 
quality of our source of sustenance and contamination, not to mention the impact on 
language and our culture. Whether an isolated community or not, the effect of imperial 
actions can prove deadly to the mere fiber of its society. The Mende Africans experienced 
a similar situation. Back in 1839, the Mendi Africans from the Amistad were subjected to 
Christian evangelization efforts by the Abolitionists through biblical and English studies. 
Even after being freed, they waited many months until the Christian Abolitionists prepared 
their missionary plan for Africa. During this waiting period, some of them died waiting for 
Christian Abolitionists to collect sufficient funds and organize their Christian-African 
mission. Nonetheless, Robinson´s focal perspective will prove useful to understand the 
contextual history of The Amistad Case and their players embedded in colonial dynamics. 
For instance, the elocution of Meade, Gedney, the Spaniards, and the US government 
aligned with a proslavery-colonial ideology. The other anticolonial activists such as, the 
Mendi Africans, Christian Abolitionists, and some antislavery movement members rallied 
together in an effort to dismantle the institution of slavery through the Amistad  Case.  
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 Regarding a theological lens, originally I intended to analyze the theological 
underpinnings of the Amistad Case based solely on the twentieth century Liberation 
Theology. However, I soon realized that the realities born in the socio political and linguist 
context of the twentieth century evoked a different attraction to Biblical passages, readings 
and interpretations. While the struggles of those oppressed in the nineteenth and twentieth 
century may reflect parallel intersecting issues, imposing a future theology on the past 
events distorts the theological approaches and understandings of those who daily 
communed with the reality of slavery. And although slavery continues to exist in modern 
times, and while this underground illegal and inhuman activity generates millions in 
profits, presently, it does not occupy the same relevance in USA preaching pulpits as do 
matters on immigration, homosexuality, women, and police brutality.  
 Instead, using the theological perspectives and biblical readings generated by 
Abolitionists Christians and proslavery proponents seemed more fitting. Both sides 
rightfully so, found solid theological justifications in scriptural passages. While proslavery 
Christians were drawn naturally to biblical pericopes supporting enslavement, the 
Abolitionists were pulled to other biblical stories: “The initial article of Abolitionists belief 
was the contention that chattel slavery was a sin per se, that the system of slavery and not 
merely its attendant evil was immoral” (Gravely 1973: 365). 
 Yet, I will apply to non-theological related texts a hermeneutics of suspicion. This 
interpretation practice brought forth by liberation theologians x-ray the text in hope of 
finding leading answers to tacit questions. It assumes that there is more than meets the eye, 
and procures insightful and playful detective-like suspicion while reading a text. The poor, 
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for example, used this approach to identify class privilege while searching for solidarity in 
the teaching of Jesus with the marginalized in the Scriptures. Believing in a God that sides 
with the poor not only strengthens a faith journey of oppression and unsatisfied needs, but, 
at the same time, empowers them to build a kin-dom of God here on Earth designed to 
remedy inequalities and injustice. Similarly, this charges feminists to undress biblical texts 
of patriarchal tendencies. For instance, if only men are mentioned in a particular passage, 
where are the women, or why are many of them unnamed in the Scriptures? New 
Testament exegete, Rev. Dr. Ediberto López Rivera, Esq. writes on this interpretive lens:  
A Hermeneutics of Suspicion looks for the places where the text is divided against itself. These places serve to deconstruct patriarchy, both on the exegetical scale, as well as on the hermeneutical one. Deconstructing patriarchy in the text leads us to search for dissident voices within the text, and to understand of patriarchal texts as voices trying to repress the liberating praxis and ideologies in society and in the Early Christian communities.19  For instance, this hermeneutical component will assist me in pondering the reasons 
for the recruitment process devised and the thinking behind the types of qualifications and 
requirements for the ideal court interpreter in the Amistad Case. More specifically, what 
were the reasons driving the selection for a qualified interpreter; what assumptions were 
made about the profession, role, loyalties and skills; or how were certain qualifications 
required and not others.  
Naturally stemming from this last theological framework, the existence and impact 
of ideologies—progressive or conservative, and everything else in between—are relevant. 
                                                          
19 Unpublished translation by Jeanette Zaragoza. “FromthisSide of theHorizon: FeministBiblicalHermeneutics” (a translation of “Capítulo 16: Análisis feminista,” in Para que comprendiesen las Escrituras: Introducción a los Métodos Exegéticos,byEdiberto López-Rodríguez), 2011, p.28.  
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Calzada-Pérez, in her introduction to Apropos of Ideology, establishes the distinction 
between culture and ideology in addition to summarizing the scholarship on these issues. 
Culture, she argues, refers to manners common to members living in society while 
ideology relates to a broader concept permeating different ethnicities that may be sharing 
the same societal background (2003: 6). Among the various definitions on ideology, she 
adopts the one proposed by Verschueren: 
Ideology is interpreted as any constellation of beliefs or ideas, bearing on an aspect of social reality, which are experienced as fundamental or commonsensical and which can be observed to play a normative role (ibid.)  Ideological stances injected The Amistad narratives: those of the Mendi Africans, those of 
the search team for the Mendi interpreter, those reflected in the qualifications and 
requirements for the court interpreter, those of the proslavery and the anti-slavery 
movements, those of the Christian Abolitionists, those of the Cuban slave owners, those of 
the lawyers, those of judges ruling in the case, those of Gedney and Meade, and all of 
mine, and all of you as a reader.  
This research will explore the impact of the converging ideologies during the 
recruitment process of the court interpreter.  
In closing, it seems fitting to highlight a couple of methodological items. On the 
one hand, the primary sources compiled for this historiographical TIS research phase 
involve those handwritten letters exchanged mostly among the Christian Abolitionists, the 
community at large, and members of the anti-slavery movement.  
On the other hand, while the design for this final outline follows a quasi-prescribed 
academic order starting with the historical background, then the section on the 
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methodology, and ending with the data analysis chapter, this, does not represent the real-
research order. First there was the realization of my locus in the face of an inspiring story 
that spoke to my being. Following the time invested in searching, reading, transcribing and 
analyzing the letters. Then, a parallel historical-background analysis proceeded finalizing 
with a search for suitable methodological frameworks that could partner with the data and 
its history. I engaged in this circular sequence a few times, even as I wrote this final project 
before the writing took on this particular shape. Seeing from another perspective, the data 
analysis prompted delving into its history that suggested the selected filters—a 
postcolonial frame and a hermeneutics with a splash of suspicion rained with ideologies.  
Primary source methodology required several readings of the nineteenth century 
handwritten letters, previously mentioned, before selecting the research corpus. This 
represented the first stage of the research process. Copying of materials was next: hard 
printing, during the first research round, and electronic copies for the second, since 
technology was upgraded at the research libraries in New York City. Transcriptions of 
selected handwritten corpus followed, subsequently, letter analysis and theme 
classification was based on recruitment qualifications and requirements. When feasible, I 
attempted to follow either a chronological analytical letter order, from August 30th, 1839 to 
October 12th, 1839,20 or an order based on the identified qualifications, five in total, and 
requirements, sixteen in total as will be seen in the following chapter. The historical period 
                                                          
20 There is one letter cited in this project two years later from this timeline. It is a memorandum by Prof. Gibbs dated September 28th, 1841 (AMA FI 4592B.) This letter verifies a repeated assertion by Amistad historians that John Ferry was considered the first Amistad case interpreter. 
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of this research begins when the need for an interpreter was first mentioned in the letters, 
and concludes a few weeks after the final Mendi interpreters in this case were found.  
The next chapter, Chapter III, deals with the data analysis of the letters seen 
through the multidisciplinary methodological filters explained above.  
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III. “Can’t you find a person in NY, who can speak African and send him up to New Haven?”21—the Recruitment Process for the Court Interpreter in the Amistad Case. 
A. Brief Background on Court Interpreting in the USA.  There are two main types of courts that attend jurisdictional matters in the USA: federal 
and state. Federal courts address legal issues involving the Congress, the Constitution, 
bankruptcy, copyright, patent, and maritime law cases. On the other hand, state courts, among 
others, hear family cases, robberies, landlord-tenant disputes, contract, and traffic violations. 
There were two trials with respect to The Amistad Case, both heard in federal courts. The first 
one was the criminal trial presided by Judge Smith Thompson on September 19, 1839, and the 
second one, the civil trial, presided by Judge Andrew Judson, that began on November 19, 
1839. The period of the data under analysis herein covers the date of the first trial during which 
mobilization of the recruitment process took place in preparation for the second trial. By early 
October 1839, the final court interpreter, James Covey, had been found.  
Regarding interpreting services in a court of law and its connection to social justice, 
González, Mikkelson and Vázquez assert that “to achieve social justice, LEP [Limited English 
Proficiency] individuals must have access to a full range of language services, including 
proficient, bilingual personnel; validly tested, certified interpreters; and materials translated 
into languages they understand” (González et al, 2012: 4). Nowadays, whether in federal or 
state court, recruitment and certification of court interpreters has been streamlined, thanks to 
laws approved during the last quarter of the twentieth century by federal (Court Interpreter’s 
Act of 1978) and state judicial bodies (for instance, in November 1985 by the New Jersey 
                                                          
21 AMA FI 4606. 
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Supreme Court). Federal courts are only obliged to provide interpreting services for criminal 
court proceedings. State, on the other hand, courts are required to provide interpreters for those 
clients in need whether the matter heard is in civil, family,22 and criminal court.  
Whether interpreters are certified, approved or ‘registered,’23 as per the process 
established by each judicial institution, courts are able to satisfy the linguistic need to close the 
gap of equal access for LEPs and Deaf and Hard of Hearing (DHH) clients. Presently, those in 
charge of furnishing a court interpreter can do so with relative ease by making just one phone 
call or sending an email to individuals in their registry or interpreting companies. Some of the 
languages for which certification tests have been developed in the USA are: American Sign 
Language, Arabic, Cantonese, French, Haitian Creole, Japanese, Khmer, Korean, Mandarin, 
Navajo, Portuguese, Punjabi, Russian, Spanish, Tagalog, Polish, and Vietnamese. Perhaps, 
today, it would be difficult to find a Mendi court interpreter readily as it was in 1839. 
Nowadays, though, language identification, hiring and recruitment would be facilitated 
through an established network of staff court interpreting offices, procedures and outside 
agencies. (Please refer to the following snapshot of an internet page for recruiters and aspiring 
interpreters.)  
                                                          
22 Family is actually considered a Civil Court subdivision.  
23 States use different terms to refer to those interpreters who have passed the written/oral tests qualifying them as court interpreters, or for those whose languages do not have testing possibilities at this time, but who are approved to interpreter in their judicial systems.  
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24 
This does not mean, however, that court interpreting during the nineteenth century was 
absent from the judicial process. González et al argue that: 
Language services historically, although not systematically, been provided for LEP participants in the criminal justice system when deemed necessary by the trial judge. From the earliest records in U.S. legal history, cases have been heard involving interpreters or the services they rendered (Amory v. Fellowes, 1809; In re Norberg, 1808; Meyer v. Foster, 1862). Moreover, legislation affecting the appointment and compensation of interpreters appeared as early as the middle of the nineteenth century (California Code of Civil Procedures §1884; New York Laws of 1869; Pennsylvania Act of March 27, 1865) (2012: 4).   In the case at hand, the search and appointment of a court interpreter or schedule 
considerations depended on the diligence of the defense party and the discretion of the judge. 
The letters written from Janes, the Abolitionist from New London who called Abolitionists 
from New York to action, to Baldwin, who eventually accepts representation of the case, and 
to Leavitt, one of the founders of the Amistad Committee, cited in the previous chapter, reflect 
                                                          
24 http://www.mass.gov/courts/programs/interpreter-services/code-of-professional-conduct-for-court-interpreters.html. 
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the initiative taken by Abolitionist Christians to find an interpreter as one of the first steps of 
the defense strategy for the Mendi Africans. Other letters speak about the discretionary power 
of judges related to interpreting needs in cases. In September 10th, 1839, Hon. J. Pickering sent 
Lewis Tappan, Esq., another Abolitionist, a letter via steam boat detailing numerous efforts to 
identify the language spoken by the Africans as well as his concern about what to do if no 
interpreter was found: “one ought to be procured from Africa, if none can be found nearer 
home. In a case of life and death, surely, the court would allow time for this, as I think had 
been done in some former cases” (AMA FI 4606). Certainly, the charges against the African 
captives represented a life-and-death matter. If the Africans were found guilty, or if 
surrendered to the Spaniards or Spanish authorities, most likely they would have met death in 
the gallows back in Cuba. Approximately 40 days after the arrival of The Amistad schooner, 
the greatest part of the Christian Abolitionists’ efforts focused on litigation matters and 
strategies to determine the primary language of the Africans and ways of finding an interpreter. 
This recruiting exercise reveals interesting characteristics, requirements and qualifications that 
would challenge present day ethical codes and expectations for court interpreters.  
B. Two Strategies, One Goal: in search for a Mendi Court Interpreter 
Thus far, it has been established clearly that a court interpreter was needed not only as 
part of the defense strategy, but also for the sake of the Africans who had no linguistic vehicle 
with which to communicate with the outside world. Still, a basic question remained 
unanswered: ‘what was their mother tongue?’ In order to answer this question, two strategies 
were devised: finding a court interpreter which implied the ability to identify the language 
spoken by the Africans, and identifying the language spoken by producing vocabulary lists to 
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test a possible interpreter and to seek a physical response by the Africans signaling a linguistic 
match. Before discussing these strategies, the letters during the period in question suggest 
some broader interpreting qualifications to be examined in the upcoming paragraphs.  
1. Five areas of qualifications for the Mendi Interpreter. 
According to the exchanged communications from the 29th of August of 1839 to 
October 12th of the same year, there were five (5) qualifications that can be categorized as 
follows: client/attorney interviews, witness testimony, ethnic competency, expert witness and 
historical narration. 
The first two qualifications, the ability to interpret in client/attorney conferences, or 
quasi-judicial interpreting—vital in The Amistad Case—and witness testimony during trial, 
allowing defendants to have their day in court, known as judicial or court interpreting, were 
expected skills for the interpreter of the Mendi African similar to those required for court 
interpreters in the twenty-first century in USA. Given that these represent two basic tasks of 
present day court interpreters, I will only expound on the other three areas: ethnic competency, 
expert witness and historical narration. The role of the court interpreter in The Amistad Case 
challenges current standards and ethical codes for court interpreting, but so does the 
requirement for ethnic competency skills. 
Currently the code of ethics and professional standards for US court interpreting do not 
contemplate the qualification/requirement of ‘ethnic or cultural competency’ or ‘advocacy.’ 
Given this reality and gap, I have borrowed these ‘skills’ from the medical interpreting 
profession. In this data analysis I opted for the term ‘ethnic competency’ instead of ‘cultural 
59  
competency’ even when the latter is more commonly used to describe one of the proficiency 
areas expected for medical interpreters. According to the International Medical Informatics 
Association (IMIA) Code of Ethics, an interpreter serves as an intercultural mediator between 
the health care culture and the patient’s background when this hampers communication 
affecting delivery of services. An interpreter in this context may also serve as an advocate, but 
“only when appropriate and necessary...using professional judgment” (Long: 41). The parallel 
National Council on Interpreting in Health Care (NCIHC) code emphasizes a different 
component: “the interpreter continuously strives to develop awareness of his/her own and other 
(including biomedical) cultures encountered in the performance of their professional duties” 
(ibid.).  
Both IMIA and NCIHC encompass ‘advocacy’ as part of their professional medical 
interpreting standards. This type of intervention will be justified by a medical interpreter if 
other actions have not proved useful, in response to intercultural mediation, or “when the 
patient’s health, well-being, or dignity is at risk...with the intention of supporting good health 
outcomes,” after careful and thoughtful considerations (ibid.). In the realm of court 
interpreting, thus far, US ethical code lacks inclusion of this component. Conversations and 
discernment surrounding latitude for advocacy while in the performance of our duties as 
judicial interpreters is done cautiously, and rarely embraced among professionals. It is possible 
that, in the future, professionals will be open to engage in this dialogue freely as we ponder on 
those instances where the universal code of ethics takes precedence, at times inadvertently, at 
times intentionally; in either case for some clear reason. In the research at hand, the 
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Abolitionists looked for a ‘sympathizer’ to the cause against slavery, a basic subjective 
disposition to serve as advocate of the African Mendi.  
The ethnic competency of James Covey (the final interpreter in the Amistad Case) was 
important so that he could testify in court as to his personal background as an ‘expert witness.’ 
His acquired competency had not been accomplished by distant academic learning; it was the 
result of personal experience. In a double role, the interpreter was used also to corroborate part 
of the stories narrated by the Africans. Lawrence comments that “[Covey’s] childhood 
experiences were fundamental in establishing the context of illegality and making his 
mediation possible” (2011: 4). Moreover, he was not simply an interpreter “but rather a 
cultural broker whose interpreting constituted part of a broader creolizing process” (ibid.). 
For the most part, court interpreters are expected to be linguistic experts. As such their 
credibility may be questioned on language matters, “the role which the interpreter plays makes 
him/her subject to having his/her interpretation challenged and impeached just like any other 
expert witness” (Schweda-Nicholson: 5). However, the expectations for James Covey 
surpassed language expertise. Shortly after meeting the Mendi Africans, James Covey 
deposed:  
These prisoners speak of the River “Mwa”, of the place ‘Lomboko,’ both of which I have seen, in Africa, and they speak no language except native African, and from their language and manners, and appearance, I am sure they are native Africans. I learned to speak English language in Sierra Leone...I was born in the Mandi[sic] country, in a place called Gho= noun, [illegible] the Mandiis my native language. I conversed with these Africans separately in the presence of Mr. Gibbs, and they are consistent in their 
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history of the place from which they sailed in Africa, and of their voyage, to the Havanna.25 
As an expert witness, Covey was able to clarify central facts on behalf of the defense of the 
Mendi Africans. Not only was he questioned on their place of birth and the language they 
spoke, as the previous excerpt illustrates, but also with regard to the false names given by the 
Spaniards recorded in the trespassos. For the court to learn of their authentic names was a key 
issue in their defense, only available when the interpreter could mediate linguistically. In 
addition, attesting to their native language other than Spanish was pivotal to prove that their 
arrival in Cuba happened as a result of an illegal slave trade transaction months before; they 
were not ladinos as claimed by their captors. Another statement enclosed in Covey’s 
abovementioned deposition demonstrates the crucial implications of being ethnically 
competent. It reads: 
The above mentioned colored persons with whom he can converse, speak the Mandi language, which is a native African language, and was taught me [sic] by my father and mother, and the words of the abovementioned colored persons are the words which I use and as well understand each other when speaking the Mandi. The names of the Africans who are now in said jail have meanings, the name ‘Fulch’ means ‘the sun’. The name ‘Grabaung’ means ‘God save us....’ [all emphasis in original] (ibid.). 
Ethnic competency and personal-historical knowledge entwined in his expertise as witness. 
The Christian Abolitionists were aware of the two distinct roles that the court interpreter for 
the Mendi captives needed to exert. Rev. Tappan, Esq. wrote to Baldwin on October 12th, 1839 
to instruct him of the following: “James Covey is a witness and interpreter. If so, will you have 
                                                          
25 The Baldwin Family Papers at Yale University Library. This testimony was gathered through the judicial instrument identified as a ‘deposition,’ as declared in said document. Historians have referred to this document as a deposition, however, it displays characteristics common to affidavits. The four (4) page document, not numbered in the reel, is dated October 4th, 1839, apparently a day after the arrival of James Covey to the New Haven jail. The document is signed by “James Covey” and by a judge from the New Haven County Court certifying the document.  
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him subpoened” (The Baldwin Family Papers). His dual role was identified early in the 
process and confirmed in the letters. Once the Abolitionist found their ideal interpreter they 
were willing to ensure his presence at trial by means available to them. Language, culture, 
ideology, and history, intrinsically connected, facilitated evidence in the case.  
Lastly, the role of James Covey as an interpreter involved assisting as a historical 
narrator of The Amistad. This auxiliary ‘job’ would stand in conflict with current professional 
standards and codes of ethics for court interpreters. In the preface to the 1840 historical 
compilation by John W. Barber, chronicler of The Amistad, cited several times in the previous 
chapter, he reports: 
A correct statement of the facts of this extraordinary case, is deemed desirable, and the compiler has availed himself of the facilities at this command, for the attainment of this object...[he] also had the opportunity of personal conversation with them, by means of James Covey, the Interpreter, and has confined himself to a bare relation of facts (Barber 1840: 1).  Barber lacks specificity as to when in 1840 the information was gathered. However, in January 
13th, 1840, Judge Judson made his ruling, “the Amistad captives were ‘born free’ and 
kidnapped in violation of international law. They had mutinied, he said, out of ‘desire of 
winning their liberty and of returning to their families and kindred.’ He ordered that the 
Amistad be ‘delivered to President Van Buren for transport back to Africa.’” (Linder 2007: 5). 
Yet, the case was appealed and the interpreter remained active for remaining proceedings until 
he was transported back to Africa along with the freed Mendi.  
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According to the California Court Interpreter’s code, Canon 3: Impartiality and 
Avoidance of Conflict of Interest, the interpreter “shall be impartial and unbiased and shall 
refrain from conduct that may give an appearance of bias” (7). The narrative following the 
cannon expounds on its application, “the interpreter should avoid any conduct or behavior 
that presents the appearance of favoritism toward any of the parties” (ibid.). Being used for 
judicial and non-judicial activities with the same clients, under this canon would reflect a 
conflict of interest. The fact that Covey facilitated the communication between Barber and 
the captives is an example of how this canon was not honored in this case.  
Nonetheless, as the research will continue to uncover, familiarity and closeness 
between the interpreter and those receiving the interpretation, on the contrary, was an essential 
component of recognition of the ‘right’ interpreter that ensured collaboration from the Mendi 
Africans in their own defense. The opposite to this canon—partiality and subjectivity—
represented the ideal protocol to be followed by the hired interpreter. In this manner, trust then 
would be affirmed and disclosure assured. 
2. Gathering of vocabulary lists.  
Still, as the first trial date approached, no interpreter could be found. Two strategies 
were conceived to put a remedy to this: identifying the native language (s) of the Africans; and 
finding the person who could speak them to serve as a court interpreter. Glossary lists were to 
aid in both pursuits. To certain extent both searches took place simultaneously and were 
dependent on each other. If they could find African language speakers who could be brought to 
the prison and converse with the prisoners, then this would signal the possibility of identifying 
the language, at the same time increasing their chances of finding an interpreter. Toward this 
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goal, the Christian Abolitionists activated their intimate network in order to identify 
‘trustworthy’ (AMA FI 4606) speakers of African and European languages; the responses 
began to be mailed between Boston, MA and Washington, D.C. 
A list of possible languages was created based on historical facts—language of the 
colonizers and their interaction with enslaved peoples along the coasts of Africa—, 
geographical knowledge—whether tribal customs might identify their place of birth, such as 
teeth sharpening, circumcision, or location of tribes in the Western region of Africa—and the 
different languages spoken by Africans or non-Africans who had lived in the African continent 
or on board vessels with fellow Africans. Those letters, as the one below, unfold the following 
language options: Spanish, Arabic, Portuguese, Mandingo, Mandingo Goulah, Gissi, Kissi, 
Lasso, Bambarra, Yimmanee, Sousou, Lambar, Mah-heé-no, Ah-ne-gó, African, and 
Congolese.  
On September 20th, 1839, Ellis Gray Loring from Boston wrote to the Tappan brothers 
informing them that “[he] sent yesterday to Hartford, (directed to R.S. Baldwin) an account of 
a young man here who can speak Spanish, English (very well) and three African languages  
viz. Ah-ne-gó, Mandingo, and Mah-heé-no.” The letter closes with this sentence, “I have 
requested a friend there to make a short vocabulary from his lips, and to send it to Hartford, 
directed to Lewis Tappan, or R. S. Baldwin” (AMA FI 4631). (See segment below).  
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While lexicons were compiled, an earlier letter from Isaac Parrish to Joshua Leavitt, on 
September 12th, 1839, contains a sample of one of these glossaries of mainly edible items: 
Tobacco-Yamba, Bread-Tammee, Munko, Rice-Malo or Bainda, Meat-Soubee, Fish-Yucka, 
Yeo, Palm bit-Turik Baby, and White Man-Torteny (AMA FI 4613). The process involved 
reading these lists to the Mendi Africans hoping that they would demonstrate some sign of 
recognition, in turn, alerting their ‘support team’ of a match. Among the lawyers and ministers 
who were part of this team were two language specialists: Professor (Rev.) Josiah Williams 
Gibbs, a Hebrew scholar and philologist from Yale University in New Haven, CT, and Dr. 
George E. Day, who worked for the New York School for the Deaf and Dumb [sic].  (Please 
refer to the following segment.) 
66  
26 
References to Gibbs, who would also serve as an expert witness in the trial on behalf of 
the Amistad Africans, and Day abound in the letters from this research period. Even Covey, 
during his deposition cited earlier, also stated that he had “conversed with these Africans 
separately in the presence of Mr. Gibbs.”  
Energies were employed in securing resources that could assist in the pursuit of 
language identification and interpreter selection. Toward this objective obtaining a specific 
published glossary of African words entitled Travels through Central Africa to Timbuctoo, Vol 
1 and 2, by Jomard René Caillié, became valuable. Among the selected letters, five (5) of them 
mention this book. At the time, it was understood as an excellent source of languages in 
Africa. Mr. Pickering in a letter to L. Tappan expresses: 
Dear Sir, 
I received your letter of the 7th last evening, and lose no time in replying to it, as far as I am now able. 
There are few vocabularies of the Mandingo language…. The most extensive one that I came acquainted with is that of the French Traveller. René Caillié[all 
                                                          
26 AMA FI 4613. 
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emphasis in original], whose travels were published a few years ago and translate [sic] in England, in 2 vols. 8vo 1830—the title of the work is Travels through Central Africa to Timbuctoo. This vocabulary is the more valuable, as it was prepared under the eye and with the assistance of M. Jomard, an able linguist in Paris—it contains about 200 words and phrases.  M. Jomard has also compared it with that of Park and some other travellers—and he refers to some other works containing vocabularies. The original French work would be best authority, if to be found (AMA FI 4606). 
As the search for this book continued, this same letter by Pickering also reflects a 
decision to concentrate the search on New York City as part of the strategy to find the 
interpreter, the final goal. His letter to Tappan evidences the urgency of this matter, “but can 
you not find a native Mandingo in the city of New York?” (ibid.). Back in the nineteenth 
century, New York City already was a cosmopolitan city. Here ships from Europe, Africa, the 
Caribbean and Latin America, and southern USA anchored to take on and deliver supplies, or 
passengers, creating a rich exchange of languages and cultures.   
Finally, the book by Jomard René Caillié appeared. Purchasing the book cost $7.50 
(USD), according to one of the letters whose date is not decipherable (AMA FI 4671). 
However, the discovery came not from New York City, as perhaps expected, but from 
Washington, D.C.  Another letter addressed to L. Tappan dated September 14, 1839 reads. 
“Dear Sir, We have in this office “Caillie´s Travels to Timbuctoo” which shall be at the service 
of the Committee if desired. It is in English” (AMA FI 4620). By September 16th, 1839, 
Pickering informs Professor Gibbs—the only letter addressed to Gibbs—that he has possession 
of the book and that its purpose has been expanded. Without standardized means to certify an 
interpreter on his or her linguistic abilities, this book provided a way to ‘test’ the language 
competency of the interpreter to be:  
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 Professor Gibbs-   Dear Sir,   Boston, Sept 16th, 1839    This letter goes by an African by the name of Samuel Barney, now residing in Salem, in this state. He is of the Mandingo [emphasis in original] nation and speaks his native language, besides having some knowledge of a few words in other dialects. I have been trying him [added emphasis] with the vocabulary in Caillie’s Travels, and am of the opinion, that his services may be useful in communicating with the captured Africans of the schooner Amistad (AMA FI 4625).  
 
Dr. Gibbs’ indispensable contributions to the search for the Mendi interpreter are asserted by 
many scholars. Johnson, who was the Executive Director of The Amistad Center in Tulane 
University, New Orleans, Louisiana, wrote:  
Josiah Williard Gibbs, professor of theology and sacred literature at Yale, had taken a great interest in the captives, and after their return to New Haven, he resumed his efforts to communicate with them. He learned to count to ten in Mendi. He then went to New York, where he walked up and down the docks counting until he found a person who understood him (6).  
This proved, in fact, the most effective recruitment strategy that guaranteed two Mendi 
interpreters: James Covey and Charles Pratt. Historians differ on the fortuitous date when 
interpreters were found. Jones, for instance, based on information published in the 
Emancipator supports the date of September 9, 1839 (Jones 1987: 43). However, my analysis 
69  
from the selected period for this research reveals that it was not until the first week in October 
when the written communication clearly demonstrates the joy and relief of having found 
someone who could converse thoroughly with the captives. Osagie, on the other hand, points 
out, “Ferry’s Mende has not been put to use for many years, so he was limited as an 
interpreter. Nevertheless, he was able to deliver the main points of the African’s story at the 
September 17th trial in Hartford” (2000: 9).  She continues to point out that as they awaited for 
the November trial date “the abolitionists mounted another search for a more fluent Mende 
speaker (11). 
The vocabulary list compilation continued even after the Mendi-fluent interpreters were 
found. Professor Day, responsible for the instruction of the Africans and for deepening 
knowledge of their language, also collaborated in this endeavor. In a letter dated October 5, 
1839, from another Abolitionist, Amos Townsend in New Haven, to L. Tappan, in NYC, 
Townsend narrates:  
Professor Gibbs has been unworried in his labor to get all the information possible, working day and night, and has been supported by Professor Day. They have been able to form a considerably copious vocabulary. [emphasis added] Mr. Day has engaged to supervised their instruction, having two or three young men to assist. As he is a well qualified man and takes a warm interest in them, we could not do better (AMA FI 4660). (See segment below).  
70  
 
It is important to mention that at the same time that the Abolitionists organized to find a 
Mendi interpreter, they mounted their evangelizing practices with the Mendi captives. While 
the Christian Abolitionist “were the most fiery group among the antislavery people” (Kromer, 
41) professing a radical biblical hermeneutics from the perspective of those enslaved in the 
South, their missiology responded to a more conservative theological framework that mirrored 
racist ideology. In an effort to increase support from anti-slavery activists, and from the public 
at large, the Abolitionists recruited students from the Yale seminary to teach the English 
language to the Mendi captives and to study the Bible. This was part of their strategy to make 
them look ‘civilized,’ as well as to advance the mission field in Africa. In 1840, after the 
Africans were released, the Mendi waited another year until the funds were raised to take them 
back to their motherland and to support the beginning of the Congregationalist Christian 
mission in Africa. Out of The Amistad, the American Missionary Association Archives (AMA) 
was created as the missionary branch of that denomination that lodged volumes of letters, 
including those used for this project. These missionary activities with the captives intensified 
after James Covey was found, but in the meantime, “Tappan hired divinity students from Yale 
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College to work with [John] Ferry in giving the blacks religious instruction” (Jones 1987: 42). 
This does not imply that the Africans, particularly, through their resilient leader Cinque, did 
not make a choice to be instructed, through the voice of an interpreter: “Cinque says he wants 
to learn the language and will apply himself. He says, ‘if you were in my country and could not 
talk with anybody, you would want to learn our language; I want to learn yours.’ He also says, 
‘that the others will apply themselves to learning’...we have barely begun their systematic 
instruction’” (AMA FI 4660). 
3. Wanted—a Court Interpreter for The Amistad Case, list of requirements.  
 Without established qualification requirements by federal or state judicial bodies back 
in the nineteenth century USA, officers of the courts did not have guidelines for finding or 
hiring interpreters. Neither did aspiring professionals in the field have access to a career road 
map to assist them in their tasks. However, the Abolitionists and lawyers on behalf of the 
Mendi Africans knew that “interpreters allow defendants to hear the evidence, assist in their 
own defense, confront witnesses, and to communicate effectively with the court, counsel...and 
others,” moreover, “interpreters provide the means for non-English speaking defendants and 
defense witnesses to testify.”27 These basic tenets fueled Abolitionists’ efforts to find a suitable 
court interpreter. They were unconcerned with issues of invisibility, neutrality or impartiality, 
prevalent in present ethical codes, and theme conversations by working court interpreters 
(Mikkelson, 84). While in most instances today, Mikkelson indicates that “no one would want 
a biased interpreter rendering services in a court proceeding,” she also acknowledges that it is 
                                                          
27 http://www.mass.gov/courts/programs/interpreter-services/code-of-professional-conduct-for-court-interpreters.html. 
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important for the interpreter “to establish the rapport with the individuals with whom she is 
working” (Mikkelson 2008: 83).  
As correspondence demonstrates, in The Amistad Case, Abolitionists looked 
intentionally for someone who was partial and who could be trusted entirely by the captives. 
Mikkelson allows that in highly charged environments it may be difficult, perhaps impossible 
for an interpreter to maintain a level of objectivity (ibid.). The Abolitionists intuitively knew 
this. Keenly aware of the historical context and its adversarial dynamics, they sought someone 
trustworthy by the Mendi Africans and who could be partial, intentional, to ending of slavery 
in the USA.  
An analytical reading of the letters from the time the Africans were captured to when 
the primary court interpreter was found, seen through the methodological filters, yielded the 
following list of sixteen (16) requirements for the court interpreter in question. Though not 
listed necessarily in order of appearance in the letters or in the order discussed herein, the 
requirements depict someone who could exhibit the traits below:  
1. Faithful and Trustworthy 2. Able to gain the trust from “the kidnapped Africans” 3. Recognized and acknowledged by the Mendi Africans 4. An African or lived in Africa 5. Known by someone from the circle 6. Connected to the community and/or goes to church 7. Family ties 8. A man 9. An older African and the issue of age 10. Fluent in the language of the “unfortunate Africans” 11. Able to serve as a ‘Spanish’ spy! 12. Fluent in English 13. Spanish or Portuguese speaking abilities 14. Easy accent and pronunciation 15. Sympathizer of the cause against slavery 
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16. Ethnic Competency  In the remainder of this section I will review a series of letters and documents from 
which the list of requirement was extracted. In some instances, I will also review historical 
events that pertain to reasons behind the search team’s identified qualifications. In the analysis 
that follows numbers in brackets referred to the applicable requirements listed. 
As has been stated several times thus far, the search for the interpreter was held to be of 
the utmost urgency. Corroboration of factual information was essential since the Mendi 
Africans were “to [be] tried for murder before the Circuit Court28 on the 17th of next month 
[September 1839]” (AMA FI 4593). Three days after their arrival, on August 29th, 1839, Janes, 
writing on behalf of the other Abolitionists in New London states to Baldwin and Leavitt that 
“the abolitionists here have directed me to request that you will find some old African in your 
vicinity who can speak the native language, [#9, #6, #10] [emphasis added] so that you may 
learn the facts from them” (ibid.).  
This last quote introduces the importance for the search time of having an interpreter 
who was a person known ‘in the vicinity’ [#6]. Also, this letter reveals a recurrent desire that 
the interpreter should have been born in Africa [#4]. It became clear that a stranger, as 
bilingual as though he29might be, did not fit the profile for the interpreter wanted. (See 
segment below.) 
                                                          
28 The Circuit Court is the US Federal District Court. 
29 Though the reason behind this element will not be explored in this research project, all possible ‘candidates’ were men. 
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Who would be this ‘Old African’ [#9, #4]? Someone who arrived recently from Africa? 
Or was freed through the Underground Railroad?30Perhaps, it responded to the hopes of 
finding someone who would be highly competent in the Mendi language [#10]. It would be 
safe to assume that a second-generation speaker would not be as fluent [#10] in the African 
language for high-register vocabulary. Another letter written September 10th, 1839, also 
mentions the existence of an African [#10], a “Mandingo [emphasis in original], but has been 
in this country many years [#6] and may have lost his [#8] native language [#10]” (AMA FI 
4606). This comment recognizes the linguistic erosion that may occur as a direct consequence 
of not practicing a native language. It further suggests that the African community in the North 
was not abundant. Hon. Pickering, corresponding with L. Tappan in the abovementioned letter 
(AMA FI 4611), commits to writing back, if confirmed that “he [#8] retains his native 
language” [#10] (ibid.). As the date for the trial approached, without a trace of a possible 
interpreter, this insistence on having an ‘Old African’ [#9] waned; the only of one among the 
sixteen qualifications that seemed to soften. On September 12th, 1839, as agreed, Pickering 
                                                          
30 The Underground Railroad was a route from the South of the USA that protected and hid fugitive slaves moving towards the Northern sections of the USA and even Canada to freedom. Letters after October 1839 reveal that Antonio, the creole boy, disappeared from prison into this ‘railroad’ and taken to Canada after the determination of the court that he shall be returned to Spanish authorities. 
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wrote from Boston to confirm “that the African, whom I mentioned in my list, is a Mandingo, 
and the man [#8] says he can speak the language” [#10]. 
A few days before the writing of this previous letter, by September 6th, the Committee 
accomplished securing Mr. Baldwin, Esq. for the case, the main attorney-of-record for the 
Amistad Africans. Janes writing to Leavitt/Tappan upon meeting with Baldwin reported: “he 
very willingly agreed to engage in the defense of these poor injured fellow beings” (AMA FI 
4602).  Also on this date, no success had been achieved in finding an interpreter. Janes in a 
letter to L. Tappan expressed his approval: “the course you have adopted exactly meets our 
views and we shall be anxious to hear what the interpreter gets from the Blacks” [emphasis 
added] (AMA FI 4599). Great expectations were placed on the information transmitted 
through the linguistic conduit, one who could ‘get’ data to support or disprove their legal 
hypothesis. In another letter redacted on September 4th, 1839, from Abolitionist Seth. P. 
Staples to counsel Baldwin, enthusiastically he conveys the outcome of a client-attorney 
conference: “I understand an interpreter goes up this Boat who understands several negro 
dialects [#10] and should be glad to hear what you many learn thro’ him” [#8] (The Baldwin 
Family Papers).  
By September 10th, 1839, the letters began to manifest that possible interpreter 
candidates were travelling to New Haven: Mr. Hansen and Mr. Ferry. Rev.31 D. Burguess to 
Rev. Joshua Leavitt wrote in a post script that “Mr. Hansen [#8] went to N. Haven this 
morning and hope he will be able to converse with the Africans. As he understands several 
                                                          
31 I have chosen to keep ‘Rev’ when affixed to the name to illustrate the religious interconnectedness with the movement. 
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languages.” [#10] (AMA FI 4607). On September 10th, 1839, Rev. Simeon Jocelyn, one of the 
founders of the Amistad Committee wrote to L. Tappan that “Mr. Ferry [#8] will go to 
Hartford today” (AMA FI 4628). Mr. John Ferry features as the first of the three court 
interpreters for the Mendi Africans in Amistad history. The only enclosed handwritten 
document falling outside of the research period of this TFM cited confirms this assertion. 
Dated September 28th, 1841, this memorandum prepared by Prof. Gibbs states: “Another is the 
Vey, the language of John Ferry our first interpreter. He conversed with Grabbeau in this 
language” (AMA FI 4592B). Gibbs involvement in the recruitment process was instrumental 
in identifying the primary language of the Africans, studying that language and finding the 
main interpreter for this case.  
Early in the process issues of ‘trust’ and ‘trustworthiness’ [#1] became apparent. The 
second letter authored by Janes to Baldwin, the next day after the one on August 31st, he 
expressed this concern: “if you can find some one [sic] who speaks Spanish [#13] you will 
perhaps be able to communicate with the Blacks...You must let them know that they are among 
friends [#1, #2] or they will be unwilling to say much” (AMA FI 4594).  
In the letter to L. Tappan from Pickering, addressing matters pertaining to the language 
of the Africans and the recruitment of the interpreter, Pickering discusses the ‘trustworthy’ 
[#1] aspect of the oral translator, “it will be all important to the prisoners to have a faithful 
[emphasis in original] [#1, #2] and trustworthy interpreter” (AMA FI 4606). Again another 
letter by Rev. Burgess, introducing another possible candidate, touches upon this important 
consideration, “he [#8] was educated in England, [#12] but has spent many years in his native 
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land [#4], and is familiar with the languages [#13] of the Gold Coast...and he is, as I feel 
assured, perfectly trustworthy [#1]” (AMA FI 4601).  
The issue of trustworthiness was important as a trait given the historical context of 
1839 USA of those fighting against slavery, which generated a deep seated distrust in both 
captives, including distrust at times of even the Abolitionist Christians, and the Abolitionists 
towards the community-at-large. The repetitive concern contained in the letters that culminate 
in apologetic-style narratives justifying the consideration of one possible candidate or another, 
speak to the precarious feeling of all players on the Mendi African side. It was a reasonable 
worry. The ‘kidnapped Africans’ were accused of a felony, meaning that death awaited them if 
found guilty as charged. As discussed in the chapter on historical background, Christian 
Abolitionists heading the defense for the captives had been subject of attempts on their lives. It 
is understandable how this preoccupation shaped most of the qualifications for the desired oral 
translator in this case, of which ‘faithful and trustworthy’ represented one of them.  
The ‘experience of slavery’ of the Mendi Africans and the Abolitionists produced other 
eligibility qualifications that reflect their mistrust and careful approach, despite an urgent 
necessity to have an interpreter. In addition to the issue of trust, it was also essential that the 
candidate have ties to the community [#6, #7], be known within close circles [#5] and 
sympathize with the cause against slavery [#15]. Pickering wrote to Gibbs on discovering of 
Samuel Barney [#8] as interpreter candidate who he had known for over 20 years [#5, #6] and 
was a family man [#7]:  
He [#8] should proceed to the place of trial; when you will soon discover [illegible] that the captives recognize him as a country man. [#3] [all emphasis added] I should add that I have known him for more than twenty years. And 
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he had even sustain the character of an honest, industrious, hard working man; he now has a family of grown up children [#7]—and I should place full reliance [#1] upon his statements. I hope he may be made useful in this interesting and important case. 
I am, Dear Sir, With great regard, Yours, John Pickering” (AMA-FI 4625).  All of these filters of authenticity became heighten when a candidate was found who 
was a ‘white’ man (John Shain), of European descent, thus adding some new requirements. 
This possible candidate met the requirement of being a man [#8]. In a two-and-a half page 
letter, cited in the section discussing usages for lists and published vocabularies, authored by 
Isaac Parish, a physician-Abolitionist from Philadelphia, to Leavitt in New York, written on 
September 12th, 1839 (AMA FI 4613), a day after the Philadelphia chapter of an Amistad 
committee was created, portrays all of the above requirements exposed thus far to some 
degree, including the ethnic competency [#16] component discussed at the beginning of this 
chapter. (Refer to the first segment of this letter below).  
 
Transcription of the above segment:  
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I am rejoiced to be able to state that we have found a man [#8] who I think will be of immense service as an interpreter. He is a White [emphasis in original] man about middle-age named John Shain. When a child he was placed on board of salve ship and lived 6 or 7 years amongst the Africans [#4] he scarcely saw a white man during this time and this time and obtained an intimate knowledge of the Sazo, and Mandingo languages [#10]. He is well acquainted with the customs of the people, the geography of the country! [#14] Has since been in Africa [#4] and up to the present time [stricken in original] a recent period has been employed in vessels trading with the West Indies. Has conversed with Mandingos in the West Indies within 18 months and still retains an excellent knowledge of their language [#10]. And he had no doubt he can converse freely with these Africans [#10] (AMA FI 4613).   
 This segment also displays the conception of the author that language immersion and 
long term exposure [#4] was important to attain fluency and competency [#10, #16], “When a 
child he was placed on board of slave ship and lived 6 or 7 years amongst the Africans he 
scarcely saw a white man during this time [emphasis added] and this time and obtained an 
intimate knowledge of the Sazo, and Mandingo languages.” Although the role that Shain had 
aboard this slave ship—could he had been a ‘white’ equivalent of ‘Antonio, the cabin boy’ of 
the Amistad? Was this some form of language training practice at the time?—was not 
described in this passage, it is possible that the author intended to validate the candidate as 
someone who befriended ‘slaves’ and who could ‘emphasize’ with their suffering.  
The first page of the above letter is dedicated to the linguistic abilities [#10] and ethnic 
competencies [#16] of candidate Shain, while the second page resorts to an apologetic 
narration in response to questions about his acceptability as a possible interpreter. Outside 
reference through his employer [#5] was used to confirm his reliability. His membership in a 
‘place of worship’ [#6] was a source of reference. It seemed to have been important for the 
viable interpreter to be rooted in a community already [#6], as it has been noted before. His 
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morals—a church goer—and drinking practice—sober—were the subject of auscultation. A 
transcription of a large portion of the second page follows:  
Shain is an intelligent and worthy man [#8] and abhors slavery and the slave trade. [#15] [emphasis added hereonafter] Says when amongst the Africans he received many act of kindness from them and has always felt grateful for it. He came forward voluntarily to D P Brown and offered to go and said if he were not a poor man he would willingly engage in the case, without any remuneration32—and appears to be entirely disinterested. [word stricken] I am assured by his present employer James Mulford, [#5, #6] a respectable grocer of this city, that all he says may be relied on that he is a member of the Baptist denomination [#6] and although a seafaring man [#8], he is in every respect a worthy, honest, sober person. He also speaks Spanish [#13] (AMA FI 4613). (Refer to segment below.) 
 
Shain, or ‘Shane’ as his name appears in this upcoming letter, certainly gained the trust 
of Parish. In a subsequent letter, on September 15th, 1839 (AMA FI 4624), Parish informs L. 
Tappan in ‘a haste’ that he has gone with Shane to visit a ‘old Mandingo man’ who qualifies as 
                                                          
32 The subject of remuneration for the Amistad interpreter (s) is of great interest. Especially, as it compares to the remuneration offered to representing counsel in the case. However, I prefer to delve into this theme at a future chapter towards the PhD thesis. 
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an interpreter candidate. Similarly to how lists and vocabularies33 were utilized in the 
recruitment process, this letter exemplifies how other speakers of African languages were also 
employed as ‘language competency evaluators.’ In addition, these last two letters also show 
the importance of a English/Mendi bilingual required competency—but ideally, a trilingual 
also fluent in Spanish. Language assessment represents a constant and important variable in 
most of the letters, as it is in this one, as it should be present. As expected when one committed 
to a particular outcome, as the authors of these letters, feelings of ‘joy’ or hurriedness, ‘in 
haste’ were natural. The writers expressed their excitement, hope and despair depending on 
how close they were to the next trial date and to locate an interpreter:  
I write in haste[all emphasis added] at 11PM to state that I have just returned from a very interesting visit to an old Mandingo man [#8] in company with John Shean [sic] F. Coffin V. [word stricken] Shean and he conversed fluently and readily in the Ausoo Language [#10]. And it was hard to tell which of them was the most pleased [#2, #3]. The old man [#8] is nearly 80 years of age speaks several African languages [#10]—French—and English the latter very imperfectly—[#12] If he should be wanted we will send him on. He is very anxious to go (AMA FI 4624). 
The level of fluency and pronunciation [#12, #13]—a common topic of conversations in the 
letters—were measured in the requirement for this court interpreter, in the above segment 
reflected through the expression, “and English the latter very imperfectly” (ibid.). Pickering 
writing on September 16th, 1839, he warns Prof. Gibbs on the limitations that ‘Samuel 
Barney,’ as a possible interpreter candidate may present in a court of law due to this 
pronunciation [#13]. (AMA FI 4606) (See segment below.) 
                                                          
33 Towards the end of this last letter, Parish mentions not only Rene Caillie’s Travels, but ‘Brodchit? Travel’s in Africa,’ “which contains a number of vocabularies and is in the Philadelphia Library.” The first word of the title of this book is hardly legible.    
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Transcription of the above segment reads: 
His English pronunciation, I am sorry to say, is imperfect [#13]; but if you or some other person will sit down with him, your ear will soon get accustomed to it, and you will then find no difficulty in understanding him though it may be difficult, in a public room (like a court house) to follow him (AMA FI 4606).  The Abolitionists were aware of the two major contexts in which the 
interpreter would perform his duties, in the courtroom as legal interpreter and as a 
quasi-judicial interpreter, in the prison, holding key client-attorney conferences. 
Furthermore, they were aware of the impact that the voice of the interpreter would 
have inside the courtroom, all to affect comprehensibility and even credibility. The 
impromptu search committee was moved in their efforts by precise perceptions of 
what the qualified court interpreter needed to produce in a specific place and context. 
In a letter from Harris to Rev. Leavitt, on September 13, 1839, the author analyzes 
the skills and reaches his determination: 
I called upon a Mr. Mosses [#8] who has spent some years in Africa [#4] who can speak the Sousou well. [#10] [all emphasis in original] The Mandingo he knows but little about cannot act as an interpreter in that dialect but the Sousou he understands as well as he does the English [#12]—if the interpretation of that will be of any use he is the man [#8] (AMA FI 4616).  
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On a subsequent letter from Pickney to Gibbs, from September 20th, 1839, 
reporting on the return trip of John Shane from New Haven, in the voice of Pickering they 
express their disappointment when Shane was not able to communicate well with the 
Africans, the letter reads:  
Esteemed Friend,  
I see...[illegible] of the 18th by return of John Sheain [sic] and was almost as much disappointed as Sheian himself, that he failed to converse with the Prisoners—althou’ I cannot doubt from his account that had the full confidence [#2, #1] of Joseph Cinquez. He could communicate with him (AMA FI 4634). 
 
This letter brings to a close the unwavering attempt by Parrish from Philadelphia to have 
‘Sheian’ [sic] resolve the quandary of the urgent search for the interpreter. At the same time, it 
also reveals the fact that at the end the ‘interpretees’ themselves would judge the effectiveness 
of the interpreter; the authority relied on the African captives themselves to identify the 
competency [#2, #3, #14] of interpreter of their case. Their responses, eventually, narrated in a 
letter, would demonstrate their final approval of the candidate. It further corroborates that 
‘confidence,’ ‘trust,’ and ‘reliability’ [#1, #2] as perceived and acknowledged by the African 
Mendis would select the qualified interpreter. The Abolitionists were cognizant of this reality 
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from the day when Janes wrote to Baldwin and Tappan— “althou’ I cannot doubt from his 
account that had the full confidence of Joseph Cinquez” (ibid.). 
The last of the sixteen traits sifted throughout the letters locate the interpreter as a 
‘spy’ [#11]. The feelings of distrust and ‘experiences of slavery’ collided to construe a form 
of resistance in both the Mendi Africans and the Abolitionists. Given the reality of linguistic 
minorities within the USA judicial system, having a double ‘agent,’ and interpreter and ‘spy’ 
made sense. At the end, once the language of the Africans was identified, three languages 
were spoken among all the parties and players of the Amistad Case: English, Spanish and 
Mendi, in descending order of power access. Though Spanish, representing another Imperial 
power, and English were arguably similar in weight on the scale of power, once the Spaniards 
left for Cuba after the first trial, Spanish, spoken by Antonio the ‘slave boy,’ and Mendi 
coexisted at the bottom of the power spectrum. The idea of a ‘spy’ was conceived as a way to 
pick up any side conversations with the Spaniards, to check on what the Spaniards would 
testifyand to discover any problems with the oral translation of the Spanish interpreter [#11]. 
Parish writing on the 15th of September of the same year as previous letters, shared his plan 
with Tappan regarding John Shain:34 
 
                                                          
34 The spelling of the name of this candidate varies in the letters, nonetheless, I contend that they all refer to the same person. 
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Transcription of the above mentioned passage: He speaks Spanish very well [#13]—we have suggested that this knowledge may be of service to our cause in detecting any misrepresentations on the part of the Spaniard, and this African interpreter—if such should be attempted. We have advised him not to let his knowledge be known to the opposite side [#11] (AMA Fl-4624). 
Coffin writing as well from Philadelphia the 16th of September, regarding the Spanish 
speaking abilities of Shain, also mentions the advantage of this skill for the trial, “Mr. Shane 
can speak the Spanish both classical and creole and not improper to suggest the propriety of 
not saying a word about his knowledge of Spanish unless the question is asked him in Hartford 
[#11]” (AMA FI 4626). (See segment below) 
 35 
Armed with this list of sixteen qualifications the search committee continued avidly to 
look for their ideal candidate.  
C. Interpreters found!: “Covey and Pratt of Brig Buzzard.”36 
The search bears fruits. Three letters dated, October 3rdand October 5th (by Abolitionists 
Amos Townsend, one to Rev. Joshua Leavitt and the other to Lewis Tappan, Esq.) and October 
4th from Tappan to Baldwin reveal the joyful news. In these letters, it seems clear that the 
                                                          
35AMA FI 4626.  
36 AMA-FI 4638 A, Envelope. 
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efforts of Prof. Gibbs yielded the expected results. Gibbs had walked up and down the ports, 
first of New Haven, and later of New York. The recruitment strategies and identified 
requirements brought forth two interpreters, James Covey and Charles Pratt. Both were sailors 
working on board the Brig Buzzard an English vessel who obtained permission from their 
commander to go New Haven. Tappan gladly informs Baldwin on October 4th, 1839 “Capt. 
Fitzgerald, of the brig Buzzard, called on me today, and consent to have both Covey and Pratt 
remain several days longer. In fact, he would not be displeased to have one of them remain 
here for months if necessary” (The Baldwin Family Papers). Eventually, Covey became the 
main court interpreter for the Mendi Africans who met all but two37 of the sixteen 
requirements identified throughout the letters locus of this research. Though I was not able to 
confirm this part of the story, Helen Kromer also wrote on the subject: 
Professor Gibbs took the count to ten, going over and over the numerals until he had learned them. Then he continued his search along the local docks. Later in September he would make a trip in NY to hunt along the waterfront, there, someone who understood ‘eta, fili, kiauwa, naeni, loelu...’ (Kromer, 41).  
On the 3rd of October, Amos Townsend, Jr., an Abolitionist from New Haven, recounts 
to Rev. Leavitt based in New York his happiness over what ensued between the Mendi 
Africans and the interpreters.  
                                                          
37 Except versed in a European language and serving as a Spanish spy. Covey did not display ties to a known community, however, was of African birth, had a similar experience of the captives, and was removed from the USA context.  
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“Dear Sir,  
I…am most happy to be able to say that two Africans brought by Prof. Gibbs are able to converse fluently  with all the prisoners. 
 We called unto them at the prison this morning just as they were at breakfast and the marshal objected to the entrance of the interpreters until the breakfast was over!, But one of the captives coming to the room and finding a fellow country men who could talk in their own language took hold of him and literally dragged him in…. 
 Breakfast was forgotten, all crowded around the two men and all talking as fast as possible. The children hugged one another with trumpet and much jolling and shouting took place as made the apartment for a time a complete bedlam. (All emphasis added)(AMA FI 4660). 
The Africans were excited and relieved to finally have a visitor with whom they could ‘freely’ 
communicate after all this time. After approximately 40 days, someone could serve as conduit 
between them and the outside world. The ‘examination’ that proceeded with the interpreter 
afterwards verified the hypothesis of the Christian Abolitionists. The letter continues to say:  
I have no time tonight to give particulars. The Interpreters can converse freely [#10] with the whole of them. Their examination thus far which has been in a separate room with one at a time, brings out a very clear and consistent story. They were all brought from Africa in the main vessel except Antonio (AMA FI 4660). 
 
In his letter, Townsend concludes crucial information that provides the basis for a suit 
filed against the Spaniards, for which they were arrested in the weeks to follow: “the captives 
universally complain of the most inhuman treatment from the Spaniards” (ibid.). On the 5th of 
October, Townsend writes to Tappan after more revelations from the interviews. One may 
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assume that the interviewers were the lawyers themselves. Interestingly, the only ones 
mentioned are the Africans and interpreters in these three letters, which highlights the 
importance of the ‘ethnic’ connection between them. Townsend’s letter states, that “[the 
Africans] were cruelly beaten and one of them is now lame, so as hardly able to walk as he 
declares from blows received on board the Amistad” (AMA FI 4660).  (See segment below.)  
 
Because both James Covey and Charles Pratt worked on board the British brig the 
Buzzard, permission was required from their captain to travel to New Haven. L. 
Tappan wrote to Rev. Bacon in New Haven and reported on this matter:  
Capt. Fitzgerald, of the brig Buzzard, called on me today, and consents to have both Covey and Pratt remain several days longer. In fact, he would not be displeased to have one of them remain here for months if necessary. He will probably be subpoened as a witness in the suit to be commenced against Montes and Ruiz” (The Baldwin Family Papers).38 
 
                                                          
38 Letters in this reel were unnumbered. 
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Covey eventually stays in New Haven not only for months but for years to come, until 
his return to Africa in the same vessel with the freed Mendian.  
Writing to Rev. Bacon on October 4th,1839, Tappan underlines the importance of 
having found a suitable court interpreter in his letter, the ‘convergence of the facts’—an event 
that would inject with passion the abolition movement—‘the simple truth,’ what was already 
hypothesized about the origin and journey of the Africans, and the uncovered thanks to the 
assistance of the interpreters. The interpreters are found! (Refer to next transcription). Bacon 
urges the Abolitionist in New Haven:  
We ought to make the most of this Providential occurrence. The simple truth...must produce a lasting effect. I have long thought that the heart of the nation would not be effectively touched except through the power of sympathy...but did not anticipate such a mysterious [illegible] as has occurred. We calculated to produce discussion that will bring the whole subject matter of slave as well as the slave trade (The Baldwin Family Paper). (See segment below.) 
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The joy also seems to have been shared by the interpreters in this process. Fellow 
prisoners they can assist seem to be an element of this sense of contentment. As research 
shall reveal later, James Covey had also been sold and placed on a slave ship until liberated 
by a patrolling British ship. Their parallel story must have contributed to the joy and 
success of their encounter with the prisoners, for trust to be developed. Their interpretation 
was also being observed as Townsend, an eyewitness, comments, “James and Charles can 
communicate very freely [#10] with all of them, and have acquitted themselves to perfect 
interpretation.  They have given their whole time to it with great cheerfulness” (AMA FI 
4660). (See segment below).   
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The Africans able to converse fluently and be understood, in their joyful and 
excitement, recognized and approved of these interpreters. The Amistad minors exemplified 
this exhilarating moment. Fluency, bilingualism, trustworthiness, similar enslavement 
background and an ethnic commonality strongly aided in the culmination of the search. 
Africans and attorneys could finally communicate.  
The Christian Abolitionists proved triumphant in their ardent search and were ready to 
safeguard their excellent results. How much decision making power did Covey have at the end 
of this process to stay behind to interpret for the subsequent trials and to live in the USA for 
two years is not clear from the information contained in the studied letters. Could it have been 
possible that Covey experienced a type of sequestration due to his interpreting abilities? How 
empowered or involved was he in the decision to serve as an interpreter? Two letters from 
Tappan to Baldwin, dated October 4th and 12th, of 1839, demonstrate that the Abolitionists 
were ready to protect their interests.  Tappan wrote on the 12th letter: “James Covey is a 
witness and interpreter. If so, will you have him subpoened, and evidence of it forwarded to 
me for Capt. Fitzgerald of H. B. M. Brigantine Buzzard, who will want it to exhibit on his 
return to his station. The other young African can return to the Brig” (The Baldwin Family 
Papers). Although the reason is not specified in this letter, Pratt’s interpreting services were no 
longer requested by the Abolitionists. Once a court issues these orders those cited could face 
incarcerated if found in contempt. Was this only a bureaucratic maneuver to facilitate that 
Capt. Fitzgerald accept the petition and that Covey would not be found noncompliant? Or was 
this a way devised by Covey to help his fellow brothers and sisters? The letters only record 
conversations between a captain and the lawyers—Tappan and Baldwin—who ideologically 
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belong to privileged groups in contrast to the sailor and immigrant status of Covey. These 
concerns and queries remained unanswered in this present research.  
Nonetheless, one critical fact was now possible thanks to James Covey; the story of the 
Mendi Africans could be told in court.  
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Conclusion 
It was easy to hint at a joke once the court interpreter had been found. When Rev. 
Townsend writes to Rev. Tappan on the 5th of October, of 1839, informing him of the 
details revealed during the examination with the Mendi Africans, he ends his letter with a 
humorous note, “I write this in haste and at a late hour and few you will need an 
interpreter to make it out” (AMA FI 4660). Relief, excitement and hope permeated the 
three letters corresponded in the early days of October after a victorious recruitment 
process.  
Two interpreters who communed with the ideological preference of the Christian 
Abolitionists were found. At least one of them, James Covey, who would become the 
main interpreter for the Mendi Africans in their judicial proceedings, appeared to have 
met all but two of the sixteen (16) qualifications set forth by the Christian Abolitionists—
having Spanish or Portuguese language skills and, therefore, serving as a ‘Spanish 
language’ spy.  Fluency of the Mendi language, African by birth, ethnic competency, 
ability to gain trust and recognition from the African captives seemed to have been the 
distinguishing qualities that identified the right interpreter. At the interpreter/clients 
encounter, Townsend describes how “they took hold of him [Covey or Pratt not specified] 
and literally dragged him in…breakfast was forgotten, all crowded around the two men 
and all talking as fast as possible” (ibid.) This, too, deviates from current codes of ethics 
and professional court interpreting standards. As court interpreters, we are cautioned 
against conversing and mingling solely with those we serve outside of strict judicial or 
quasi-judicial scenarios. Yet, this interaction was essential to gain the trust from the 
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‘kidnapped Africans.’ At last, the Mendi Africans could communicate with fellow 
compatriots, James Covey and Charles Pratt, and lawyers and Abolitionists could 
ascertain what they already knew. This ‘Providential’ event would secure a different end 
to thousands of stories ending in death for the insurrectionists. This very visible and public 
event also stood as a possibility of humanity and freedom rights in favor of enslaved 
people. It gave the opportunity for supporters in the fringes to join and to organize for 
their cause with the hope of impacting a greater cause in nineteenth century USA society.  
The Christian Abolitionists comfortably married their theological beliefs with their 
radical anti-slavery ideology despite facing dire consequences in search of a Mendi 
interpreter. Abolitionists who authored these letters shared a common advantageous social 
status. Most of them were at least one of the following: minister, lawyers, merchant, 
university professor, or physician, granting them access to power. They were committed 
fully, one way or the other, whether in New York City or New Haven ports, or in another 
coast, to manifest a court interpreter. 
In a highly politicized-charged society along the question of slavery, where African 
descendants were considered less than human, where accordingly biblical conservative 
reading condoned their financial exploitation and servitude, a rigorous list of five (5) areas 
of qualification and sixteen (16) requirements could ensure safety for the recruiters and 
confidentiality in the judicial interview process. Applying to the data analysis a 
Hermeneutics of Suspicion, it became apparent how at least half of the identified 
qualifications and requirements directly responded to the historical context of The Amistad 
and, therefore, to the legal strategic defense in favor of the Mendi captives.  
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This does not reinforce that having a court interpreter guarantees acquittal in a case 
or winning legal complaints. However, a LEP or DHH client not provided with adequate 
linguistic access when coming into contact with the judiciary is considered an injustice in 
itself. As González et al emphasize:  
To achieve social justice, LEP individuals must have access to a full range of language services, including proficient, bilingual personnel; validly tested, certified interpreters; and materials translated into languages they understand. Language access does not offer LEP individuals any advantage over English speakers, but grants them a fair and impartial process that affords LEP persons equal footing and justice under the law (González 2012: 1). 
 Nevertheless, most of us professionals in the present would not have been able to meet 
their expectations. ‘Trustworthy’ based on the appreciation of the one receiving the 
interpretation? The effectiveness of our interpreting services based on the trust or distrust 
of those we serve has not been measured. An interpreter ‘spy’ to check on the testimony 
proffered by the opposite party—the Spaniards, in order to hear for information that may 
inculpate them, or acquit ‘our’ clients? Or to be questioned on our political views, in order 
to qualify for a court interpreting assignment? It is likely that the Abolitionists or the 
Mendi Africans would have not considered us suitable or ideal as interpreters for their anti-
slavery case, knowing that we were authenticated by the government that was biased 
related to issues of proslavery. Possibly, they would have perceived this connection as a 
dangerous conflict of interest, being paid by the judiciary who was deciding on their life.  
My future work on this subject matter towards a PhD includes analyzing court 
records, comparing translation of news articles in both Spanish and English newspapers of 
the time, exploring in depth the life and role of James Covey before and after The Amistad 
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Case, and studying the depiction of the court interpreter role in the artistic productions 
from the nineteenth century to the present—plays, opera, children’s books, etc. Based on 
some handwritten letters by James Covey, I would like to analyze his level of English 
language competency and implications to his court interpreting role. If primary sources are 
available, I would like to delve into the different language pair interpretations that took 
place in court in The Amistad Case, and to explore and compare the different 
interpretations of John Ferry and Charles Pratt, as Mendi interpreters.  
I believe that this innovative research project framed within the historiographical 
and qualitative studies of TIS offers a contribution to the history of the Amistad and court 
interpreting. I have been inspired and moved by the unfolding of my research story as well 
as the process. Springing from my findings, it is my hope to teach a course or seminar on 
court interpreting, our code of ethics and professional standards. In the face of 
apprehension and timidity in the profession to engage in advocacy beyond those issues that 
jeopardize our performance (Mikkelson 2008: 87), this research has injected me with the 
courage to invite professional discussions on the subject of interpreting and advocacy for 
those in receipt of our services.  
As a postlude to the successful search started and completed by the Christian 
Abolitionists for a Mendi-court interpreter for The Amistad Case, I look forward to 
continuing the exploration of the larger question: ‘how did interpretation and translation 
services, or the lack thereof, aid and abet and/or dismantle the institution of slavery in The 
Amistad Case.’ 
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AMA FI 4601, September 6th, 1839. Burguess to Baldwin. 
AMA FI 4602, September 6th, 1839. Janes to L. Tappan  
AMA FI 4606, September 10th, 1839. Hon. John Pickering to L. Tappan.  
AMA FI 4607, September 10th, 1839. D. Burguess to Rev. Joshua Leavitt. 
AMA FI 4611, September 10th, 1839. Jocelyn to Tappan. 
AMA FI 4611, September 12th, 1839. Pickering to Friend. 
AMA FI 4613, September 12th, 1839. Parish to Leavitt. 
AMA FI 4612, September 12th, 1839. A friend of the Blacks to Tappan 
AMA FI 4634, September 12th, 1839. Parrish to L. Tappan. 
AMA FI 4616, September 13th, 1839. Harris to Leavitt. 
AMA FI 4620, September 14th, 1839. Knight to Col. Rooms 
AMA FI 4622, September 14th, 1839. Warrimer to Tappan 
AMA FI 4624, September 15th, 1839. Parish to Leavitt. 
AMA FI 4626, September 16th, 1839. Coffin to Tappan. 
AMA-FI 4625, September 16th, 1839. Pickering to Gibbs. 
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AMA FI 4654, September 20th, 1839. Parish to Tappan. 
AMA FI 4660, October 3rd, 1839. Townsend to Leavitt. 
AMA FI 4660, October 5th, 1839. Townsend to Tappan. 
AMA FI 4992B, September 28th, 1841. Memorandum from Prof. Gibbs. 
The Family Baldwin Papers, Yale University Library, Archives and Manuscript Division 
 September 4th, 1839. Staples to Baldwin. 
 September 19th, 1839. Loring to Baldwin. 
October 4th, 1839, Tappan to Baldwin. 
October 12th, 1839. Tappan to Baldwin. 
‘Deposition’ by James Covey, October 4th, 1839 
Electronic Resources 
http://www.occourts.org/directory/cris/interpreter-information.htm 
Lawrence, Benjamin N. "La Amistad's 'Interpreter' Reinterpreted: James 'Kaweli' Covey's Distressed Atlantic Childhood and the Production of Knowledge about Nineteenth-Century Sierra Leone." Electronic copy available at: http://ssrn.com/abstract=1918445  http://law2.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/Amistad/AMISTD.HTM. 
http://www.mass.gov/courts/programs/interpreter-services/code-of-professional-conduct-for-court-interpreters.html.  Pictures 
Middle Passage Shackles, ca. 1760. The Schomburg Institute for Black Culture, Harlem, New York. 
 
